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The aim of this study is to make a close reading of the selected novels about 
region and proceed from there to evaluating the thematic connection to the methods of 
language appropriation, employed for the literary representation of the multilingual 
environment.  It tries to establish the degree of artistic success each writer achieves to 
construct a multilingual environment using the strategies like lexical borrowings, ode-
switching, code-mixing, mimetic translation, vernacular transcriptions and the use of 
different levels of Singapore-Malayan English. 
The introduction provides the rationale for the selecting of novels and the 
theoretical basis for the discussion of the text.  A brief historical background for the 
formation of the linguistic communities and the development of creative-writing in 
English in Malaysia and Singapore is also given.  I also discuss the challenges posed 
by the multilingual environment and the strategies available for literary representation 
of this region.  
 Chapter One examines the strategies used by Lee Kok Liang in  
Flowers in the Sky to develop the parallel theme of spirituality and sexuality with the 
theme of communication. 
Chapter Two looks at the strategies used by K.S. Maniam in The Return, to 
explore the theme of alienation.   
 Chapter Three examines the strategies used by Suchen Christine Lim 
in Rice Bowl, to dramatize the tension between the Mandarin-educated Chinese and 
the English-educated Chinese. 
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Chapter Four looks at the strategies used by Gopal Baratham in A Candle or 
the Sun to explore the theme of betrayal and the dynamics of writing fiction. 
Chapter Five examines the strategies used by Rex Shelley in The Shrimp 
People to develop the theme of patriotism and portray the variety of English used by 
Portuguese Eurasians.   
 Chapter Six looks at the strategies used by Beth Yahp in The Crocodile Fury 
to develop the theme of physical abuse and oppression. 
Chapter Seven examines the strategies used by Lloyd Fernando in Green is the 
Colour to develop the theme of racial hatred and religious intolerance. 
Chapter Eight looks at the strategies used by Marie Gerrina Louis in The Road 
to Chandibole to dramatize the theme of the marginalized women. 
Chapter Nine examines the strategies employed by Philip Jeyaretnam in 
Abraham’s Promise to develop the theme of identity crisis. 
Chapter Ten looks at the strategies used by Ellina binti Abdul Majid in 
Perhaps in Paradise to dramatize the theme of a girl in the process of becoming 
woman. 
 Chapter Eleven examines Playing Madame Mao to evaluate the strategies used 
by Lau Siew Mei to explore the theme of freedom of speech and censorship.  
Chapter Twelve evaluate the strategies used by Fiona Cheong to develop the 
theme of child abuse in Shadow Theatre.   
 The study of the selected novels reveal that the strategies of lexical 
borrowings, code-switching, code-mixing and the use of different levels of Singapore-
Malayan English have gradually replaced vernacular transcriptions.  What makes a 
characteristically Singapore or Malaysian novel is the use of any of these strategies to 
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represent the speech of a character.  The artistic success that each of the writer 



























The last decade of the twentieth century witnessed a marked increase in novels 
written with a setting in Malaysia and Singapore by those who have grown-up in this 
region, some of whom have either migrated to other countries or are now living 
abroad.  I have selected novels written about this region by non-European writers that 
offer possibilities for discussion.  As my objective is to reveal the underlying 
relationship of the represented speech of the speaking person in a multilingual 
environment to the theme, I have selected novels that suggest multiple meanings are 
possible.  In other words, the choice of the text depends very much on the dialogic 
quality of its language. 
The theoretical basis for the discussion of the text will be the notion of 
heteroglossia postulated by Mikhail M. Bakhtin and the inter-animation of languages 
through the speaking person.  Bakhtin says that the novel “orchestrates all its themes, 
the totality of the world objects and ideas depicted and expressed in it, by means of 
the social diversity of speech types and by the differing individual voices that flourish 
under such conditions” (The Dialogic Imagination, 263).  Bakhtin’s notion of 
heteroglossia gives an appropriate framework for analyzing the novels I have selected, 
because he sees the novel “as a diversity of social speech types (sometimes even 
diversity of languages) and a diversity of individual voices, artistically organised” 
(262).  Bakhtin sees the “distinctive links and interrelationships between utterances 
and languages, this movement of the theme through different languages and speech 
types” (263) as the basic distinguishing feature of the stylistics of the novel.     
I will be looking at the methods of language appropriation in postcolonial 
novels, discussed in The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Postcolonial 
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Literatures, such as the use of untranslated words and code-switching and those 
discussed in The Language of Postcolonial Literatures, like code-mixing and speech 
presentation, since they play a dominant role in the literary representation of the 
different varieties of English.  Appropriation is “the process by which the language is 
taken and made to ‘bear the burden’ of one’s own cultural experience” (Ashcroft et al. 
39).  Bakhtin’s insistence on the speaking person as the central dynamic of the 
narrative (332), offers a challenge to the multilingual speech communities, like 
Malaysia and Singapore, because of the linguistic composition of these societies. 
 
Formation of Speech Communities 
The formation of the multilingual speech communities in Malaysia and 
Singapore was an accident of history.  Although Indian influence started some 1,700 
years ago (Andaya & Andaya, 14) and contact with China from the fifteenth century 
(40) onwards, the “development of large and diverse speech communities in the 
Malay Peninsula took place in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century” (Platt 
& Weber 2), mainly because of the establishment of British Settlements at Penang, 
Singapore and Malacca.  Immigrants were from different speech communities from 
India, China and the Malay Archipelago.  And “large scale immigration continued 
into the twentieth century, due partly to the development of tin mining and, later on, 
to the rapid growth of the rubber industry” (Platt & Weber 2). 
The composition of each major ethnic group will indicate the complex nature 
of the speech communities.  Tamils, Malayalees, Telugus, Bengalis, Punjabis, 
Gujaratis and Sindhis, each with a distinct spoken and written language, are classified 
as Indians.  Hakka, Hokkien, Cantonese, Teochew and Hainanese, each with a 
different dialect, come under the heading of Chinese.  However they have a common 
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written script, Mandarin.  The people from the Malay Archipelago were mainly Bugis, 
Boyanese, Achenese, Javanese, Sulawesis and Minangkabaus from Sumatra.  They 
spoke different varieties of Malay.  Munshi Abdullah in his travel accounts contrasts 
the ‘pure Malay language’ (Andaya & Andaya 119) spoken in the state of Johore with 
the dialects of Kedah, Kelantan and Trengganu.   
However, the Colonial Government’s identification of each ethnic group with 
“a specific economic role, affected early colonial policy towards education” (Andaya 
& Andaya 222) bringing about further divisions in the speech communities.  “Only a 
small local elite” was “given the privilege of an English education”, in order “to equip 
them for clerical duties within the colonial government bureaucracy or in European-
controlled companies” (Andaya & Andaya 222).  For this purpose, the first English-
medium schools, Penang Free School in 1816, followed by Raffles Institution in 
Singapore in 1823, were opened.  About fifty years later in 1893, Victoria Institution 
was opened in Kuala Lumpur, followed by King Edward VII School in Taiping and St. 
Paul’s School in Seramban.  And the first Malay College, an English-medium school, 
was opened in 1905 at Kuala Kangsar, and only Malay children “of good birth” 
(Andaya & Andaya 228) and the brightest commoners were admitted.  The time 
difference between the appearance of each school shows the slow growth in 
government run English Schools.  
For the vast majority of the local people, the government believed, it was 
enough that each group be educated in its own language in vernacular schools.  What 
distinguished English-medium from vernacular schools was the provision for 
advanced education beyond the primary level.  Another distinctive feature of English 
education in the Malay Peninsula was the mixed ethnic composition of the classes.  
Unlike the vernacular schools, which catered almost exclusively to a particular ethnic 
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group, Malays, Indians, Chinese and Eurasians attended the same English-medium 
schools.  The majority of the English-medium schools were run by missionaries, 
which were established and maintained by various Christian religious denominations.  
As education at the English-medium schools was neither free nor compulsory, only 
the students who were from the non-British section of the community who had 
parents who could afford to give their children an English education attended these 
schools. 
Since the establishment of English-medium education was slow and somewhat 
erratic, it is not surprising that the main lingua franca among the non-English 
educated remained Bazaar Malay, while among the English educated, a new lingua 
franca, Singapore-Malayan English, developed “mainly through the transference of 
linguistic concepts from the speech varieties of the main ethnic groups” like Hokkien, 
Cantonese, Malay and Tamil “to the English that was acquired by school children at 
English-medium schools” (Platt & Weber 18).  It was also used by the English-
medium educated of each ethnic group to communicate with the speakers of British 
English.  However with “greater education opportunity” after World War II, “a speech 
continuum developed, from the basilect, a sub-variety spoken by those with little or 
no education, through mesolects to the acrolect, a sub-variety spoken by those with 
high levels of education” Platt & Weber (22). 
The eventual shift from the main lingua franca to the use of English of a 
basilectal variety came about because of Razak Report (1956) which introduced 
common syllabuses to all schools in the Federation.  This brought about a major 
change, for more English-medium schools were built throughout the country.  
Common syllabuses meant that even vernacular schools had to teach some English.  
But the increasing politicization of the Chinese and madrasah schools gave further 
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impetus to make English the medium of instruction in all schools.  And so most of the 
vernacular schools, especially in Singapore, were slowly phased out.  This change in 
scenario increased the use of Singapore-Malayan English for communication between 
the ethnic groups although the older generation still continues to use Bazaar Malay as 
a means of interacting with people of different ethnic groups.   
After the formation of Malaysia (1963), there were further changes.  
Singapore, which split from Malaysia in 1965 to become an independent nation, 
adopted a bilingual policy with English as the first language and mother tongues as 
the second.  The National Language (Bahasa Kebangsaan) which is standard Malay 
became gradually the medium of instruction in all schools in Malaysia after 1976.  
Although English was phased out slowly as a medium of instruction, it is still retained 
as one of the languages in the curriculum.  The variety of English in Malaysia is 
known as Malaysian English while in Singapore it is Singapore English.  The lectal 
level in use depends on the level of education, the type of school and the family 
background of the speaker.  Both varieties have a speech continuum from the 
basilectal through the mesolectal to the acrolectal with linguistic features of 
Singapore-Malayan English.  Howeer, in my discussion, I will refer to both varietiies 
as Singapore-Malayan English since it is too early to notice any marked difference 
between them. 
 
Historical Development of Writings in English 
 The writings in the nineteenth century by British administrators and travellers 
were “mainly historical and anecdotal … their writings take the form of reportage and, 
if the books are fiction, they are collections of anecdotes” (Yap 1).  Lloyd Fernando in 
his article, “Literary English in Southeast Asian Tradition” notes: 
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     By the end of the nineteenth century there are people who have not simply 
gone on expeditions of various kinds but have spent sufficient time to become 
familiar with the more obvious traditions of life in the area.  These, among whom 
the best are perhaps Sir Hugh Clifford and Sir Frank Swettenham, are never fully 
sure, even in their most ambitious literary efforts, whether they are presenting 
faithful records of episodes from ‘native’ life–largely Malay–or self-sufficient 
fiction based on actual experiences.  (Westerly, 8) 
 
Fernando says that Conrad was the only writer during this period who got close to 
portraying an Asian character.  However, he qualifies this by stating that “Conrad 
never really tried to delve into his Asian characters deeper than his novelistic instinct 
told him was necessary or safe” (9).  The reason for this was, 
 The stuff of life was too new, the challenge of cultural concepts alternative to 
western ones too demanding for the spiritual well-being and the artistic success of 
pioneers.  Conrad steered deftly round the realities of Asian life; Clifford found 
himself compelled to sacrifice art in plunging directly into them. 
 
Fernando states that “Much autobiographical fiction or fictionalized autobiography 
that followed” mainly in the first half of the twentieth century “is undistinguished 
because it took a middle course between these two alternatives” (9).  The only 
exception was Anthony Burgess.  Burgess’s Malayan trilogy, Time for a Tiger (1956), 
Beds in the East (1958), and The Enemy in the Blanket (1959) was a success in many 
respects in portraying Asian characters. 
 J.H. Hardman says the only local “to attempt writing fiction” (207) in English 
in Malaya and Singapore after the First World War was Gregory W. De Silva, one of 
the three brothers who came from Ceylon to settle in Malaysia.  His novel Sulaiman 
Goes to London in Singapore National Library has no date of first publication.  
However, the author thanks Sir Hugh Clifford, who was the Governor of the Straits 
Settlements from 1927 to 1929 in his preface.  There is also a mention of “Sally”, the 
character in Clifford’s Sally: A Study and Other Tales of the Outskirts (1904), so the 
likely date is 1929 given by A. L. Mcleod in his article “Malaysian Literature in 
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English”.  Only a Taxi-Dancer was not available for viewing so I am unable to 
confirm the date of first publication.  However, the date of first publication of The 
Princess of Malacca is 1937.  It is available in National University of Singapore and 
Lupe (1939) is available in Singapore National Library.  Lim Boon Keng’s Tragedies 
of Eastern Life (1927), published in Shanghai is perhaps the first novel by a non-
European about this region.  A few non-European memoirs of the Japanese 
Occupation followed in the fifties: Chin Kee Onn’s Malaya Upside Down (1946), 
H.M. Cheng’s and N.I. Low’s This Singapore: Our City of Dreadful Night (1947), 
M.W. Navaratnam’s The Jap Adventure (1948), Gurchan Singh’s Singa The Lion of 
Malaya (1949), Chin Kee Onn’s Ma-rai-ee (1952) later renamed Silent Army (1954), 
Sybil Kathigasu’s No Dram Of Mercy (1954), and Janet Lim’s Sold For Silver (1958).    
After World War II, there were many memoirs by European writers who 
experienced the Japanese occupation of this region.  There were also a few works of 
fiction about the Japanese occupation by European writers: Nevil Shute’s A Town 
Like Alice (1950), J. Clavell’s King Rat (1962) and William Allister’s A Handful of 
Rice (1961).  During the fifties and sixties many novels by Europeans who lived for 
short periods of time in this region, were published.  Two novels, from established 
non-European writers, who lived for a few years, during their adult lives in Johore 
Bahru and Singapore, Han Suyin’s And Rain My Drink (1956) and Lin Yutang’s 
Juniper Loa, (1963) were published in London. Plays were only first published in the 
seventies. 
However, short stories by the English-educated Straits Chinese started to 
appear in the Straits Chinese Magazine (1897-1907) in late nineteenth century 
(Holden 88).  The “Straits Chinese Magazine represents one aspect of Baba literary 
endeavours, particularly those devoted to promoting a literature in English … within 
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the Peranakan community” (Clammer 290).  The Cauldron, a magazine published by 
the Literary and Debating Society of the Medical College Union showcased writings 
by non-Europeans between 1947 and 1949.  Later, The New Cauldron (1949 – 1960), 
its successor, and The Malayan Undergrad (1949 – 1965) became the main vehicles 
for publishing creative writing by non-Europeans.  An independent publication of the 
University of Malaya in Singapore, Write, had five copies (Dec 1957 – Dec 1958).  
Young Malayans edited by Richard Sidney showcased short stories and poems 
throughout the fifties.  Sunday Standard, a daily, also published poems by young 
writers in the fifties.  Two copies of a quarterly Tumasek, published by the Tumasek 
Trust and one copy of an international monthly Poet also showcased poems by non-
European writers in the sixties.  New periodicals Focus (1962-), Tenggara (1967-) 
and Commentary (1968-) emerged in the sixties. 
In 1950, “Engmalchin”, an experiment to fuse Malay, Chinese and English, by 
the undergraduates in the University of Malaya in Singapore sparked a debate among 
literary intelligentsia.  Anne Brewster, in her paper Towards a Semiotic of Post-
Colonial Discourse, notes: 
 Although as a linguistic experiment Engmalchin had opened possibilities that 
were later developed in “Signapore English”, by the mid 50’s the utopian vision of 
a hybrid language had faded.  (7) 
 
Although the linguistic experiment was abortive, it did have some influence on the 
poetry written throughout the fifties.  Lexical borrowings from the Chinese dialects, 
Malay and the Indian languages are evident in the poems by Wang Gungwu, J.J. 
Puthucheary, G.J. Puthucheary (Sadik), Ee Tiang Hong, Edwin Thumboo, Oliver Seet 
and T. Wignesam.  In “Wang Gungwu’s Pulse (1950) we see evidence of this 
‘slightly modified’ form of English; almost every poem includes non-English words” 
(Brewster 9).  The “choice of leaving words untranslated in postcolonial text is a 
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political act” (Ashcroft et al. 68).  By using words from the diverse languages in their 
environment, the writers were making a statement about their identity.  In April 1958 
“Sang Kanchil” one of the pseudonyms used by G.J. Puthucheary notes: “Literary 
radicalism does not mean that the cause of English is being subverted.  It may well be 
an indication of a kind of cultural prescience in our University poets” (Write, 3).   In 
June 1958, in an article, “Trial and Error in Malayan Poetry”, Wang Gungwu admits 
that they “had promoted a didactic approach to poetry in Malaya” and that their 
“moral and political attidudes to Malaya distracted” them from poetry (The Malayan 
Undergrad, 8).  By December 1958 the growing concern was expressed in a article 
“Towards a Malayan Culture”: 
 Rather than create an artificial compromise between different cultures that 
Malayans have inherited, they should attempt to adapt themselves to the present 
forms of these cultures.  Here, the problem is the language.  (Goh, Write, 3) 
 
In another article, “A Place for a Malayan Poetry in English” in The New Cauldron, 
signed W.N. later revealed to be Wong Phui Nam by Ellis Evans in Write (Dec, 1958, 
3), the writer says that, “Poetry of value … written by … individuals can claim to be 
valid expression of a Malayan nation only because it can be seen as reflections of 
hostile conditions acting on the sensibilities of Malayan poets (The New Cauldron, 
24).  And in “A Note On Malayan Poetry”, Evans states that “in directing attention 
exclusively to the Malayan scene, there is some danger of forgetting the poet’s right 
to say what he likes about what he likes – and without this there can be little hope for 
poetry” (Evans, Write, 3).  Hence the controversy sparked by the experimentation 
continued throughout the fifties.  In 1962 Malayan Writers Conference D.J. Enright, 
Professor of English Literature at the University of Singapore, defended the autonomy 
of art: “At the moment the Malayan writer’s head is likely to be so full of what he has 
been told about his duty, his role, his obligations, that he may never be able to work 
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out his own artistic destiny” (Lim Geok-lin “The English-Language Writer in 
Singapore”, 107).  Others felt that art “had suddenly been abandoned for something 
which could make the writer or poet specifically an indigene” (Wignesan 123).  
Edwin Thumboo’s two articles, “The Role of Writers in Multilingual Society” 
(Singapore Writing, 1977) and “Singapore Writing in English: A Need for 
Commitment” (Commentary, 1978) examine the main concerns of the literary 
intelligentsia.  Central to this discussion was the question whether the domain of art 
was separate from the domain of the state. 
Single volumes of poetry by non-European writers started to appear with Ooi 
Cheng-Teik’s Red Sun Over Malaya: John’s Ordeal (1948) and Wang Gungwu’s 
Pulse (1950).  Six years later Edwin Thumboo’s Rib of Earth (1956) was first 
published.  This was followed by Wong Phui Nam’s Toccata on Ochre Sheaves (1958) 
and Johnny Ong’s Malaya: This Our Native Land (1958).  From 1960 to 1980, no less 
than forty volumes of poetry were published.  However, a volume of poetry by an 
European, D.J. Enright’s Unlawful Assembly (1968) seem to have had “a real poetic 
influence” (Koh 171) on the titles and themes of many poems by non-European 
writers in English, in the sixties. 
The role of Heinemann Asia, the publishers who were responsible for 
publishing many of the first volumes of verse, short stories, novels and anthologies in 
the sixties and seventies, was crucial in the development of creative writing in 
Singapore and Malaysia.  This was due to the General Editor of Writing in Asia Series, 
Leon Comber.  Chandran Nair, through his Woodrose Publication was also 
responsible for publishing a number of first volumes of verse, short stories and 
anthologies in the seventies. 
In an article “Malayan Literature: as seen through the eyes of J.J.”, the writer 
states: 
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 There has been several attempts to immortalize Malayan characters in print.  
Many of these were made by Europeans of considerably long residence in this 
country …  Thus it is not infrequent that the indolent Malays, the busy Chinese 
and the vociferous Indians have enlivened “Malayan” novels ...  This gross 
injustice of literature must be put right – and the sooner it is done the better.  
Malayan literature should present accurately this country and its people.  (The 
New Cauldron, 19)  
 
This article reflects the main concern of the literary intelligentsia.  The initials “J.J.” 
stand for J.J. Puthucheary.  Novels by non-European writers, after the war, however, 
followed sporadically.  Chin Kee Onn’s The Grand Illusion (1961); Johnny Ong’s 
Sugar and Salt (1964), Run Tiger Run (1965) and The Long White Sands (1977); Lim 
Thean Soo’s The Siege of Singapore (1971), Destination Singapore (1976) and Ricky 
Star (1978); Goh Poh Seng’s If We Dream Too Long (1972) and Immolation (1977); a 
lawyer, Kirpal Singh’s China Affair (1972) and Lloyd Fernando’s Scorpion Orchid 
(1976) were published locally. 
Some prose work which are mostly autobiographical like Michael Soh’s Son 
of a Mother (1973); Tan Kok Seng’s trilogy, Son of Singapore (1972), Man of 
Malaysia (1974) and Eye on the World (1975); Low Ngiong Ing’s When Singapore 
was Syonan-to (1973) and Chinese Jetsan on a Tropic Shore (1974); Ruth Gek-lian 
Ho’s Rainbow round my Shoulder (1975) and Yeap Joo Kim’s The Patriarch (1975) 
were also published locally. 
By just comparing the number of single volumes of poetry published between 
1948 and 1980 with the number of novels published during the same period, what can 
be established is that non-European writers from this region were rather reluctant to 
meet the challenges of writing a novel in English.  One reason could be the fact that 
the local writer in English, 
   is shaped by a Western-orientated English education accentuated by close 
acquaintance with an English literary tradition …; however, while this widens his 
horizons not only beyond the communal but also the national, he is at the same 
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time made aware that he should express in his writings an Asian, a multiracial, a 
local “outlook” or identity.  (Koh 163) 
 
As a result only a few of the poets and local critical intelligentsia attempted the 
writing of novels in the sixties and seventies.  Robert Yeo in an article, “The Use of 
Varieties of English in Singapore Writing” notes: 
 One of the tasks of the writer can therefore be seen as that of reflecting and 
using this variety in poetry, fiction, drama and other literary forms.  (Southeast 
Asian Review in English, 57) 
 
Thus the reluctance can be attributed to the demands posed by the dynamics of 
literary representation of the multilingual environment.  The rest of the introduction 
will identify the main challenges that face the writers in English in this region and the 
methods of language appropriation employed to represent the speaking person in a 
multilingual environment. 
 
Challenges and Strategies 
          As a narrative can only be experienced as represented content, and 
representation is controlled by the techniques of language, the pleasure of reading is 
rooted in the skilful use of the speaking person.  Bakhtin says, the “fundamental 
condition, that which makes a novel   responsible for it stylistic uniqueness, is the 
speaking person and his discourse” (332).  He elaborates by saying, 
   The speaking person and discourse in the novel is an object of verbal artistic 
representation.  A speaking person’s discourse in the novel is not merely 
transmitted or reproduced, it is, precisely, artistically represented and thus – in 
contrast to drama – it is represented by means of (authorial) discourse.  (322)   
 
He italicises the key words which define a novel.  So, to him, a novel is a verbal 
authorial discourse artistically represented.  It is through authorial speech, the 
speeches of narrators, inserted genres, and the speech of characters that the speaking 
person enters the novel, as each of them “permits a multiplicity of social voices and a 
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wide variety of their links and interrelationships” (Bakhtin 263).  Therefore the 
challenge for a writer of novels in a multi-lingual, multi-ethnic society is immense.  
According to Bakhtin, every novel is a hybrid and the reason why he considers an 
“artistic hybrid” demands enormous effort is that, “it is stylized through and through, 
thoroughly premeditated, achieved, distanced”.  The most important challenge facing 
the writers of Singapore and Malaysian novels in English is therefore, the artistic 
representation of the speaking person. 
The main task that faces the novelist from this region is how to represent the 
various languages of everyday speech that he encounters in his multilingual 
environment. Some novelists signal the languages in use for communication at the 
start of the narrative.  Take for instance the novel, The Soul of Malaya (1931), by 
Henry Fauconnier.  The language in use at a certain point in the novel is signalled to 
the reader, to indicate that there is a switch from one language to another.  Here is an 
illustration: 
   ‘What were you doing?’ said Stark in Malay.  ‘Here are two Tuans who have 
been waiting for an hour.  Were you asleep, or smoking your filthy opium?…. 
Those blasted Chinese wallow in vice – they have no sense of decency.  Bring 
something to drink.  I can only offer you ginger beer.’  (15)   
 
Here, the man called Stark speaks Malay to the servant and English to the narrator.  
The switch from one language to another is only obvious because of the phrase “said 
Stark in Malay” at the beginning of the dialogue.  Apparently, the servant does not 
understand English at all, for Stark verbally abuses him in front of the guests.  Here 
the writer translates Malay into English and dramatizes the colonial attitude to the 
locals.  The power of this dialogue lies in its connection to the theme of the novel, “a 
journey into the colonial conscience” (Fernando, Cultures in Conflict, 65) 
 Unlike Fauconnier, Chin Kee Onn does not signal the language used by his 
characters in Silent Army (1954): 
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   I was confronted by a stalwart Malay heiho, who held a handkerchief over his 
mouth and nose …  ‘Throw the contents there,’ the heiho bawled, pointing at the 
drain; and after I had done so he added, pointing at a smaller drain a few feet away.  
‘Wash the tin there!’ […] I rinsed my mouth and hurriedly brushed my teeth and 
gums with my right forefinger.  The heiho yelled, ‘You bastard!  I didn’t tell you 
to come out here to bathe!’  I immediately answered, ‘Tuan rajah, I’m only 
washing my hands and wetting my lips.’  He felt flattered that I addressed him as 
Tuan rajah, and he barked at me with a superior air, ‘Baik-lah, lekas! ….  (152) 
 
The question in the mind of the reader would be ‘In what language did they interact?’  
The utterance “‘Baik-lah, lekas!’” gives the reader the answer.  The chances are the 
heiho spoke no English as he is a Malay and the incident takes place during the 
Japanese Occupation when the use of English was frowned upon.  Would there have 
been greater clarity if, at the start of the paragraph, the writer had indicated “yelled in 
Malay”?  A good example is The Dark Backward (1958) by Eric Lambert: 
 The voices spoke again.  Someone said in Malay: 
“They will take the right hand track on the other side of the estate.” 
“The estate is free of the Hantu Pendek?” 
“Yes, they have shifted their post.” 
“What of the Jaga?” 
“He is a sympathiser.” 
“Good,” said another in Chinese.  (70) 
 
The narrator establishes early in the novel that having grown-up in Malaya, he was 
well versed in Malay and Cantonese.  So the reader fully accepts the situation 
illustrated above as natural, that is, the narrator understands the languages spoken, and 
thus can translate them.   
 I think there is a need to convey this sort of information, so that the reader 
understands how communication is possible between different ethnic groups.  In 
Johnny Ong’s Sugar and Salt  (1964), an Indian boy falls in love with a Chinese girl 
who has no English education: 
   He spoke Malay fluently and as Li Li had learnt to speak Malay, she could 
converse with him.  He liked her from the beginning of their acquaintanceship and 
started to call at her house, to talk to her, at weekends.  She liked him and admired 
his paintings … 
   “It’s for you, Li Li,” he said to her as she led him into the lounge. 
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“What is it?” she inquired enthusiastically.  (192) 
 
The reader will have no problem knowing that the conversation is conducted in Malay.  
The dialogue is a vernacular transcription, but the writer shows his awareness of the 
multilingual situation by signalling how they communicated, for the novel, published 
in 1964, depicts an environment that is part of history where the main lingua franca 
among the non-English educated was Bazaar Malay. 
 When a writer portrays the Singapore-Malayan English spoken by characters, 
there is a need to ascertain the lectal level of English in use.  Since the variety of 
English used by a character depends very much on the level of education of the 
speaker, older characters cannot speak in a variety of English unless they have been 
educated in the English-medium schools.  Hence a character who speaks a variety of 
English becomes a suspect.  Take for instance Catherine Lim’s The Serpent’s Tooth 
(1982): 
   ‘Beware, beware of the snake!’ cried the old one maliciously.  Angela quivered 
with indignation but she managed to say, with great restraint, ‘Mooi Lan has been 
with us for four years and has given excellent service.  If you don’t like her, I shall 
tell her to keep out of your way.  In this way, you needn’t be bothered by her at all.  
You are already old, Mother,’ she added, ‘and should not be troubled by the 
young.  If they do wrong, it’s their own undoing; the old should not be bothered.’  
(116) 
 
The novel was first published in 1982 and the protagonist Angela is either in her late 
thirties or early forties.  Questions such as the age of the mother and the language she 
uses will come to the mind of a critical reader.  Knowing her education level will help 
in the reader’s interpretation of her character.  This problem surfaces again in the 
communication between the grandson and the grandmother later in the narrative: 
   ‘Let’s go and visit Ah Kheem Chae,’ said Old Mother.  ‘She lives in the House 
of Death in Sago Lane.  I knew I would go to that place at some time in my old 
age,’ she added bitterly.  ‘But Ah Keem Chae’s already dead, Grandma,’ said 
Michael.  ‘Mother said she went back to China and died there.  Nobody cared for 
her there.  She should have remained in Singapore.’ … 
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   ‘Let’s go to the House of Death, to the House-where-the-old-await-death,’ said 
Old Mother.  ‘Ah Kheem Chae is there, she’s waiting for me; I’m joining her.  
You’ll see, I’m joining her.’  (162) 
 
The scene depicts a befuddled old woman.  Is she then, as claimed by the narrator, in 
her eighties?  If so, how could she be speaking in Singapore-Malayan English to her 
grandson?  Or is this rather a mimetic translation in English of the dialect she is using?  
The rhythmic fidelity of mimetic translation is more than linguistic for it includes the 
range of the nature of the imagery and the metaphoric orientation of the language 
unlike vernacular transcription.  A similar situation appears in Suchen Christine Lim’s 
Gift from the Gods (1990): 
   “Brother-in-law, Ah Chong brings trouble, I know,” Mrs Chow cried.  “I, his 
mother, bear the blame, the shame.  Blame me, blame me!”  she beat her chest.  
“I’d die first before your sons are harmed!  My son, it’s my son who has run into 
the jungle!” 
   “Dry your tears, Ah Chong’s mother!  No more tears, ah!”  he shouted.  “I shall 
tell the government people, no son, I have no son!  Do what they like with his 
body!  Shoot him!  Kill him!  I and my brothers … aah, they have sons.  All 
Chows!  They can have my farm.”  (14) 
 
This dialogue is a mimetic translation from one of the Chinese dialects, as Old Chow 
is a farmer, and the story is set in the fifties.  Thus, the chances of speaking in the 
lower lectal level of Singapore-Malayan English are unlikely.  The reader would 
question why he wants to use Singapore-Malayan English to his old wife when he can 
speak in his dialect.  Often a writer in trying to represent a low variety of English ends 
up doing a mimetic translation.  A reader, not familiar with the low variety, might 
mistake the mimetic translation as a variety of English spoken in this region.   
The challenge is to use the strategy of vernacular transcription without 
reproducing lengthy passages in the colloquial structure of the dialect.  Even if a 
reader is fully familiar with the sounds of a local colloquial speech variety, it may be 
uninviting to read long passages or pages of linguistic mimesis.  For instance in 
Suchen Christine Lim’s Fistful of Colours (1992), due to the protagonist’s mother’s 
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important role in the narrative, the novel begins somewhere in the first page with the 
“self-righteous Cantonese voice” of her mother.  This voice goes on for over two 
pages.  Here is a section of her lengthy tirade: 
   But ah!  I have learnt a bitter lesson today.  Never, aiyah, never be so 
responsible.  Your own flesh and blood will not appreciate you.  I have been 
slaving all these years.  For what?  You tell me!  For myself alone?  I have lived 
alone and worked alone.  (5) 
 
After this lengthy tirade, there are other short and frequent mimetic versions of 
Cantonese and Hokkien scattered throughout the novel, with particles such as “ahs, 
mahs, and aiyahs.”  It is understandable that they could only communicate in their 
dialects, since these minor characters are “coolies” or “maids” in a historical period, 
when it was unlikely that they had any access to English just after their arrival directly 
from China.  However, after struggling through thirty pages, the rhetorical patterning 
of the speech, a mimicry of Cantonese or Hokkien speech, can be discordant for a 
reader, who is trained to read English.  Total avoidance of linguistic mimesis is not 
possible (Talib, Interlogue, 157).  I totally agree, but what is possible is reduction of 
such linguistic mimesis to shorter utterances.  Since there are “a wide range of choices 
available to a writer of fiction wanting to represent Singapore speech in English” (Tan, 
World Englishes, 364), instead of only resorting to mimetic translation, the writer 
achieves more artistically by using these other available choices.  If a novelist tries to 
reproduce exactly what is spoken, there can be a great deal of monotony in the 
representation.  There is a need to be selective and to use dialogues for a purpose so as 
to enhance the theme by dramatizing what is distinctive in the relationship of the 
characters. 
Since dialogues play a definite role in the overall structure of the novel 
(Bakhtin, 558), it is necessary to produce an artistic representation of the speech.  
Often dialogues in linguistic mimesis are used for ornamental purposes other than a 
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stylistic need for unifying the overall structure of the novel.  A good example can be 
found in Derik Mosman’s A Modern Boy (1996): 
 “Mak,” I asked, “hungry, lah.  Anything to eat or not?” 
  “You want to eat, rice got, eat, lah.” 
 “Rice for what?  Where got nice.” 
 I rummaged about, opening drawers and empty tins, half-expecting chocolate-
coated biscuits or Danish cookies.  “Mak,” I asked, noticing a jar of peanut butter, 
“bread got or not?” 
 “Got eyes or not?  See yourself, lah.” 
 “Don’t have, what?”  I asked. 
 “Everything you want me to look for you, huh.  Never see people doing 
what?”  she replied sharply.  “If got, got, lah.  If don’t have, don’t have, lah.”  (46) 
 
The chances are that the above exchange is a mimetic translation from Malay.  
Although it is necessary to use short dialogues between characters in this manner to 
recreate the atmosphere of natural conversation, there seems to be no real purpose for 
this particular dialogue.  Nothing much is really said and there seems to be no 
thematic development in the dialogue.  Instead, the reader hears phrases and words 
thrown at each other for the sheer pleasure of the sound.     
 The challenge, therefore, faced by writers of English novels in this region is 
how to artistically represent the speech of the characters.  In order to achieve aesthetic 
satisfaction, the writer not only has to be keenly sensitive to historical accuracy but 
also keep in mind the role of dialogue in a narrative.  The writer is able not only to 
reflect the social levels, but also the interplay of the characters’ ideas and personalities 
through the speaking person.  By setting forth a conversational give and take, where 
there is variation in diction, rhythm, phrasing and sentence length, satisfaction can be 
achieved.  Take for instance the following passage from Colin Cheong’s The Stolen 
Child (1989): 
   “Wah lau eh, why do you make life so complicated?  You watch too many 
Chinese serials is it? … I mean, I might have developed some feelings for the girl 
by then.” 
               “Should I instead be trying to help you?” 
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   “That might be expecting too much of you, but if you can make yourself, you’d 
be quite noble.  Why you asking all this?” 
   “Just trying to see how our Law works, that’s all.” 
   “Don’t tell me you planning on potonging somebody’s jalan.” 
   “Course not!  No such thoughts at all.”  Wings panicked.  (238) 
 
Compare this conversation with a dialogue from Daren V.L. Shiau’s Heartland 
(1999), where the speakers come from the same cultural background: 
   “I’m going to buy a handphone.  But I’m waiting for the price to go down.” 
   “Ask Wing to buy for you, lah.” 
   “That guy?”  She smiled slightly.  “Damn ngeow, ah.  I always say – want to 
wait for him to buy something for me must wait long long!” 
   “Actually, can’t blame him also,” Yong explained.  “He’s got no father, what.”  
May wrung the clothes and pegged them onto the hanger.  “Why you look so sad?  
He bully you, ah?” 
   “No, lah.” 
  “Then what?” 
  “A lot of things, lah.  You won’t understand.”  (159) 
 
The disconcerting effect above is produced by the inconsistency of May’s language.  
Her first utterance sounds acrolectal, but the second utterance sounds basilectal.  Her 
second utterance shows that she is not English educated.  How is she able then to say 
the first utterance?  The question in the mind of the reader is why is there this drastic 
change in register?  This sort of inconsistency and the lack of differentation in rhythm 
and tone between speakers make the dialogue monotonous.   
One of the strategies used by writers in a multilingual community to represent 
the speech of characters is the use of code-switching.  Code-switching is a 
sociolinguistic term meaning the introduction of words and phrases from another 
language.  In Singapore and Malaysia, Malay is often used in code-switching.  
Chinese dialects are also used but this varies according to the dominant dialect used in 
a particular region (Platt & Weber 139).  In Lloyd Fernando’s Scorpion Orchid (1976), 
code-switching is used sparingly and effectively in a conversation between two 
graduates from the University of Malaya: 
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   Peter said, ‘Hullo, Sabran, apa macam? I wrote you two letters and you never 
replied.  Where were you, man?’ 
   ‘I know.  I only got them last week.  I went back to my kampung after the exams, 
my father was not well.  How are you?’  (139)  
 
The use of Standard English here with code-switching is appropriate among English 
educated friends.  Another strategy is code-mixing.  The tone and inflection change 
when code-mixing is used with Singapore-Malayan English of the mesolectal variety 
as the following speech from Fistful of Colours illustrates: 
   “She hopes to be as good as Lat one day,” Zul said. 
   “Even better,” his sister replied pertly and did a lightning sketch of herself 
receiving a trophy from Lat, the great cartoonist, himself. 
    “Modesty is sister’s second name,” Zul laughed. 
   “Come, Suwen, come and makan.  My brother’s satay.  Better say sedap or 
Rahim won’t invite you again,” Rosnah winked.  (169) 
 
Here, the use of “makan” and “sedap” comes naturally to Rosnah whose mother-
tongue is Malay.  The writer is using the strategy of code-mixing instead of code-
switching here.  In The Language of Postcolonial Literatures, Ismail S. Talib points 
out that there is a subtle difference between code-mixing and code-switching: 
 Code-mixing involves the use of a scattering of words in a different language 
or dialect, whereas code-switching involves something more substantial: a whole 
clause or a sizeable phrase from other language or dialect is imported.  (142 – 143) 
 
Talib goes on to say that, some linguists, “do not make a distinction between the two, 
whereas others prefer the term code-switching over code-mixing, as it is difficult ot 
distinguish the latter from borrowing” (143).  If code-switching and code-mixing are 
used appropriately, they can add colour and nuances which give density to the novel 
and an individualistic voice to the character.  More importantly writers who use the 
strategy of code-switching “achieve the dual result of abrogating the Standard English 
and appropriating an English as a culturally significant discourse” (Ashcroft et al. 46). 
 Unlike code-switching, a foreign language can be used to represent a 
character’s speech.  A good example of this kind of use can be seen in Sacrilege in 
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Malaya (1957).  The narrative is an ironical portrayal of a Malayan rubber company 
and here is a tongue-in-cheek literary representation of a scene in a rubber estate: 
   Maille did not answer this last question, but mustering all the knowledge of 
Tamil he possessed, he turned on Ramasamy and launched into a furious diatribe. 
    “Ni, pandi ni, surruka odi po!” he finally concluded in a fierce voice. 
 Ramasamy seized his chisel in both hands and begun to tap in the normal way. 
   “That’s much better,” Mr Bedoux observed, keeping his eye on the 
chronometer …  What on earth did you say to him?” 
    “I said, ‘Get a move on, you cur, you swine, or you’ll have me to reckon 
with!”  (150) 
 
The writer creates a hilarious situation because Ramasamy actually responds to the 
tone of voice rather than what is actually said by Maille.  The literal translation of the 
Tamil words is ‘You, pig you, quickly run away.’  What is ironical here is that, the 
translation offered by Maille is far from accurate.  But as the tapper does what is 
expected, Maille believes that he has actually communicated with Ramasamy.  The 
reader is familiar with these words as they appear earlier in the narrative while Maille 
is learning Tamil.  By introducing a foreign language, the writer is not only able to 
dramatize the comic situations that come about because of the multilingual 
environment but also the sinister effect of imbalance of power. 
 Rex Shelley uses this technique of introducing a foreign language for other 
reasons in his novel People of the Pear Tree (1993).  Here is an example: 
     He saw it thirty minutes or so later.  But at the same instant, he heard the gruff 
sound of Japanese.   
    “Sochira e.” 
    “Hoi, anno ho e …” 
       He did not have to wait to listen.  They were definitely Japs.  (128) 
 
The foreign language is not translated as the flow of the narrative is not affected by 
the presence of a language other than English.  What is important to note is the fact 
that no English is being used with the foreign language, unlike in code-switching or 
code-mixing.  In a multilingual environment it is a common phenomenon to hear 
other languages being spoken without understanding them, but at the same time being 
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able to recognize the language that is spoken.  By keeping the exchanges short, the 
narrative is not interrupted in any way, but at the same time the diversity of languages 
in a multilingual environment use is conveyed.   
 The multilingual environment is also conveyed through lexical borrowings.  
The strategy of borrowings or loan words, that is the incorporation of lexical items 
from another language with Standard English, is a device not only for “conveying the 
sense of cultural distinctiveness” (Ashcroft et al. 64) but also for the “synecdochic 
function” (Ashcroft et al. 59) of evoking a multilingual environment.  The use of 
borrowings may be judged not only in terms of the accuracy of linguistic 
representation but also on aesthetic grounds.  According to Talib, loan words are used 
“to imbue the work with a Singaporean flavour” (Interlogue, 162).  However 
noteworthy this desire, there is a need to be selective in introducing loan words into 
the plane of the narrative discourse.  For instance, the seven pages of glossary in 
Heartland, and the five pages in A Kite in the Evening Sky (1989), a novella of 110 
pages seems excessive.  However, the use of untranslated words do have an important 
function of “inscribing difference” (Ashcroft et al. 53) in the portrayal of the 
multilingual environment.  The challenge, therefore, is to incorporate words, which 
alter their meanings in translation, into the narrative discourse in such a manner as not 
to reduce its artistic unity.   
In a multilingual speech community the writer needs to portray the ethnicity of 
the individual through his speech.  This is a difficult task which demands knowledge 
as well as artistic ability.  Take for instance, Goh Poh Seng’s If We Dream Too Long 
(1972): 
   After Hock Lai and Kwang Meng told Mr Sinnathurai that they were not as 
fortunate as Nadarajah, his son, Mr Sinnathurai said, ‘Whada pity, whada pity,’ 
and rolled his head sadly from side to side, Indian fashion.  Mr Sinnathurai had all 
the Indian mannerisms and gestures.  Shaking of the head as if the head was on a 
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loose hinge, and clicking the tongue, clut, clut, clut.  He brought them over to 
introduce to some of the other adult male relatives. 
   ‘These are friends of Nada in school.  Aren’t they nice to come and say 
goodbye?’ he said.  ‘This is my yelder brudder, Chelam the trade unionist from 
Ipoh. You mayaf heard of him, perhaps?’  he rolled his head asking.  (157) 
 
This portrayal is more a caricature than a meaningful depiction of a character that has 
a role in the narrative.  As Sinnathurai is a minor character, the effect of reading 
phrases written in a spelling system which tries fully to reflect the speech style, does 
not bother the reader.  However, even a reader fully familiar with sounds of a local, 
colloquial speech variety, “may find it disturbing to read long passages written in a 
spelling system which tries fully to reflect the speech style” (Platt & Weber 240).  
 Goh ignores the fact that the name ‘Sinnathurai’ is a Jaffna Tamil name and 
not an Indian name.  Paying particular attention to such details can make all the 
difference to a novel.  In a multi-ethnic country, novelists have to know the 
conventions that give a particular ethnic group its singularity.  For political 
expediency, the society is divided into Malays, Chinese and Indians.  But the novelist 
has to keep in mind the complex networks of multi-ethnic, multilingual speech 
communities that make up their society.  The danger is always there when dealing 
with one of the political groups, that one might see them as a homogeneous entity.  
Therefore, a demanding challenge facing a writer of a novel in this region is to ensure 
that he portrays a character as an individual with his own specific accent and idiom of 
class, region, occupation and gender. 
 One of the most important challenges facing the novelist in this region, 
however, is the choice of the point of view, that is, what kind of a narrator is the 
writer going to use to tell his story.  Bakhtin says, “the speaking person in the novel 
need not necessarily be incarnated in a character” (335), for a speaking person 
includes authorial speech as “authorial speech is a language in this sense” (335 – 336).  
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Hence authorial voice is an important voice in the novel.  A narrator is vital to any 
written narrative, but its role becomes pivotal in a multilingual speech community:   
     The distinction between the language of the narrator and that of the 
characters … is essentially part of speech presentation in fiction.  In this 
connection the presentation of the language of the third-person narrator is usually 
quite close to what is regarded as the standard, in whatever way that ‘standard’ is 
defined.  (Talib 147)  
 
The narrator’s use of Standard English acts as a contrast to the other speech varieties 
used by individual characters.  According to W.J. Crewe, “a living dialect which is the 
daily speech of a substantial proportion of the population has a place in the 
naturalistic literature of the nation so long as the dialect speech is within the 
framework of Standard English” (82).  It is only then that there will be “local interest 
and literary and social approval” (Crewe 82).  Since the presentation of the language 
of the characters, “has more variation from the standard.  In addition to their own 
idiosyncrasics of speech, the characters have social affiliations that make their speech 
quite distinctive” (Talib 147), the novelist in Singapore and Malaysia has great 
opportunity for incorporating speech varieties so long as the writer keeps the 
dialogues comprehensible and within the framework of Standard English. 
The choice of a narrator, thus, becomes the most important single decision that 
the novelist has to make, “for it fundamentally affects the way the reader will respond, 
emotionally and intellectually, to the fictional characters and their actions” (Lodge 26).  
Take for instance, Catherine Lim’s The Teardrop Story Woman (1998).  The novel 
begins from the midwife’s viewpoint: 
   When Mei Kwei was born, the midwife, seeing the despised slit between the 
tiny, quivering legs instead of the prized curl of flesh, shook her head and clucked 
her tongue.  Crying as she came into the world, the baby girl might have been 
saying, ‘Tell them I’m sorry.’ … 
      Mei Kwei was a perfectly formed baby.  Her teardrop mole, close to her right 
eye, would be discovered only much later. 
   ‘Does he want to be told?’ said the midwife, meaning the father.  (3 – 4) 
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After this, the point of view changes to the father of the child.  The switch from the 
narrator to other points of view is rather rapid and confusing.  By this inconsistency in 
handling the point of view, the writer is unable to hold the interest of a critical reader 
who will wonder whose voice and values are being heard, the narrator’s or the 
character’s.  Above all, the shifting point of view draws attention to the technique of 
the writer, which diffuses the reader’s engagement with the narrative discourse.  The 
fact is, by moving from one point of view to another in a short space of time, the 
writer prevents any emotional identification with any of the characters.  
 The mode of first-person narration on the other hand demands the 
characteristics of the spoken rather than the written word, where the vocabulary and 
syntax characteristic of colloquial speech are used to give the narrative the appearance 
of spontaneity, rather than of a carefully constructed account (Lodge 18).  When using 
this narrative mode it is important that the narrator avoids lapsing into a low variety of 
Singapore-Malayan English.  By keeping the informality of the discourse however, 
this narrative mode enables the writer to give immediacy and certain intensity to his 
writing.  Novelists like Maniam in The Return, Kadir in A Kite in the Evening Sky and 
Mosman in A Modern Boy use this narrative mode rather effectively.  Their consistent 
point of view achieves a certain “authenticity and sincerity” (Lodge 18).  In these 
three novels, the first-person narrator’s voice in Standard English is sharply contrasted 
with the other speech varieties in the environment. 
 According to Bakhtin “the movement of the theme through different languages 
and speech types is the basic distinguishing feature of the stylistics of the novel” (263).  
The aim of this study is to make a close reading of the selected novels and proceed 
from there to evaluating the thematic connection to the methods of language 
appropriation, employed for the literary representation of the multilingual 
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environment.  The chapters that follow are sequenced chronologically, that is, in 




In Lee Kok Liang’s Flowers in the Sky (1981), the voice that the reader hears 
is one that remembers and reflects.  It is through the search for spiritual solace while 
trapped in isolation, unable to communicate this profound longing that the two main 
characters in the novel, one a Jaffna Tamil and the other a Chinese, both immigrants 
settled in Penang, are linked.  The theme of sexuality and the quest for spirituality 
slowly emerges from the thoughts and reminiscence of these two characters, as Lee 
uses a non-linear construction to alternate between the two consciousness, one a 
monk’s and the other a surgeon’s.  The narrative starts at 3pm on a Wednesday and 
ends the following Monday at 10am, when Hung, the monk, is discharged from a 
private hospital after Mr. K., the surgeon, operates on him for hernia.  Within the 
space of six days, the reader hears a multiplicity of social voices which orchestrates 
the parallel themes of spirituality and sexuality with the theme of communication. 
Allusions to the Buddhist sutras and Tantra play a significant role in creating a 
background for dramatizing these parallel themes.  The epigraph that opens the novel, 
the Lotus Sutra, touches upon a central Buddhist belief that the sin of fornication is 
subject to karmic retribution: 
THE BHIKSUNI ‘FRAGRANCE OF THE PRECIOUS LOTUS’, AFTER 
RECEIVING THE RULES OF BODHISATTIVA DISCIPLINE, FORNICATED 
AND PRETENDED IT WAS NEITHER KILLING NOR STEALING AND 
WAS, THEREFORE, NOT SUBJECT TO KARMIC RETRIBUTION.  AS A 
RESULT, AFTER HER GENITAL ORGAN HAD BEEN SLOWLY 
SCORCHED BY THE FLAME OF PASSION, SHE FELL INTO 
UNINTERMITTENT HELL (1) 
 
Although this English translation from Sanskrit signals one of the concerns in the 
narrative, by juxtaposing the above epigraph with the following sutra, 
MATANGI (A LOW CASTE WOMAN) SUCCEEDED, BY MEANS OF 
KAPILA MAGIC, IN DRAWING HIM CLOSE TO HER SENSUAL BODY ON 
THE MAT.  (1) 
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the writer conveys the complex nature of human desire.  The reader feels it is 
influenced by factors beyond human control.  This internal ‘dialogue’, between the 
two sutras enhances the dialogic quality in the novel.  The search for spiritual 
satisfaction is complicated by human sexuality.  The intertextuality that surrounds 
Venerable Hung, the main interiorized character whose thoughts are represented 
through vernacular transcription, relates to Buddhist scriptures.  His daily recitation of 
the Diamond Sutra, Surangama Sutra and Heart Sutra with his chants of Sanskrit 
mantras like “Namo Tass Nam Mo Mi” (8) “Om” and “Om Na Mo” (9), establishes 
Hung’s search for spirituality.   
Hung’s quest for spiritual satisfaction stands in contrast to the quest by a 
minor character, Gopal, who finds fulfilment.  The path taken by this character is the 
very opposite to the one pursued by Hung.  Inspector Gopal, who is asked to disperse 
the crowd that gathers at the appearance of a wooden idol Ganesh, which is washed 
on to the beach fronting the surgeon Mr. K.’s garden, seeks spirituality through Tantra.  
Allusions to Tantra which are overtly expressed by the lexical borrowings of Sanskrit 
words like “Shakti”, “lingam” and “yoni” implicitly link the sutras with Tantra.  
Gopal is in search for the feminine energy Shakti, for he wants someone to “share 
with him the discovery and joy of Krishna and Radha” (48).  This reference to the 
Indian epic, the Mahabharata, is further highlighted by the fact that Gopal is called 
Arjuna by his mother.  This alludes to the discourse between Krishna and Arjuna in 
Gita, a section in the Mahabharata.  Unlike the Buddhist belief that fornication is 
subject to Karmic retribution, Tantra, an Indian sect which groups of Hindus, 
Buddhists and Jains share, is based on different beliefs.  Tantra positively cultivates 
and bases itself on what most people dismiss as the pleasures of life.  “It does not say 
solemnly ‘You must abstain from all enjoyment, mortify your flesh, obey the 
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commands of a jealous Father God.’  Instead, it says ‘Raise your enjoyment to its 
highest power and then use it as a spiritual rocket-fuel” (Rawson 9).  By juxtaposing 
Gopal’s search for “Shakti”, the female energy, against Venerable Hung’s meditations 
to fight his sexual attraction to a female energy, the writer conveys the irony inherent 
in the search for spirituality. 
The appearance of the wooden idol Ganesh, which helps Gopal to attain 
spiritual satisfication, provides the writer the opportunity to introduce characters who 
represent the multilingual nature of Malaysian society, and dramatize the interaction 
between ethnic groups.  Through the speech of different characters the difficulties of 
communication is enacted.  It is through Ganesh, a deity of good luck and success in 
the Hindu pantheon, half human and half elephant, son of the god Shiva and goddess 
Parvati, that Hinduism is woven into the narrative.  The devotees that are attracted by 
its sudden appearance to the beach trample all over the garden.  This annoys Mrs. K. 
who orders Nila, her Tamil servant girl, to telephone Mr. K.: 
“Master, master.  I phone you.  Mistress asks me to.” 
“Where’s the mistress, Nila?” 
“Outside, master.  Outside.” 
“What’s wrong, Nila?” 
“Terrible, master.  Gaarney, Gaarney, Gaarney,” she stuttered.  (43) 
 
Nila speaks a lower lectal level of Singapore-Malayan English to Mr. K. as he speaks 
no Tamil.  Code-mixing takes place in her excitement.  Nila, uses a Tamil word 
“Gaarney” which makes no sense to Mr. K.  Since the word does not impede the flow 
of the narrative, the writer does not explain it, but it highlights the difficulties in 
communication.  However, Nila’s unquestioned awe in the powers of Ganesh is 
captured in the repetition of the word.  Urged by his wife, Mr. K. telephones DSP 
Ismail: 
“It is like this, Ismail.  My house has been invaded.” 
“What!” 
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“No, what I mean,” Mr. K. had forgotten that Ismail, like many others who had 
finished their secondary education in English locally, tended to take every word 
literally, “is that a group of people has trespassed onto my garden.” 
“For a moment, Sir, I thought the military has started an action.  Glad to learn that 
phrase from you.  I’ll try it out on my friends.”  (46) 
 
The misunderstanding is dramatized through a common problem of taking words for 
their literal meaning among the users of English as a second language. 
The sordid aspect of sexuality is woven into the narrative when Inspector 
Gopal arrives at the garden with three policemen in a patrol car.  Among them is a 
PC2168, through whose perception the reader is introduced to Inspector Hashim, who 
is carrying on an affair with his wife.  However, it is through the “Language variance, 
with its synecdochic function” (Ashcroft et al. 59) that Lee constructs the Malay 
environment.  The word “bomoh” (57) evokes Malay superstitions while the word 
“kampung” (57) evokes the life of the Malay peasants.  The allusion to “Allah” (57) 
and the “muezzin’s call” in Arabic evokes the Muslim world.  It is also through 
Hashim’s point of view that the reader sees the Chinese community.  He sees Ah 
Chong, “the tiny hunched reporter from a Chinese newspaper” (59) who lived in a 
“cubicle” (59) on the third floor in “Campbell Street above a Chinese herbalist” (59) 
and the landlady who had “accused him of indecent behaviour” (59).  Although as a 
little boy suddenly shouts, “Ah Chong.  Ah Chong.  Your trousers” (59), the reader is 
left to guess what language is really used, for the writer does not signal it, the incident 
introduces the sordid aspect of sexuality. 
Mrs. K., the least interiorized character in the novel, seems to have neither 
sexual need nor spiritual desire.  Her aggressive stance is reflected in her use of the 
word “bastards” (53) and the swear words “damm” (52) and “bloody” (44).  Annoyed 
by Inspector Gopal’s reaction to the crowd in her garden, she orders him to clear her 
garden. 
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“I can’t get them off at once, madam.” 
“What?  What are you doing here?  Standing there like some belacan.”  (52) 
 
Exasperated, Mrs. K. abuses Inspector Gopal by comparing him to “belacan”, a 
prawn-paste, which has a strong smell.  This comparison becomes doubly insulting, as 
Gopal is short and plump like the package of “belacan”, which is like a short fat 
sausage.  As her comparison fits his physical appearance, the reference to the smell is 
intended to insult.  The code-switching is deliberate here.  Most of the crowd responds 
with giggle to the word, as it is a Malay condiment which is popular in Malaysia.  Mrs. 
K.’s insulting manner to Inspector Gopal is also conveyed through code-switching 
from a low variety to a higher register, when she speaks to Inspector Hashim.  She 
shifts from the high lectal level and changes her register when she addresses Nila: 
   “Nila.  Next time I call you, come quickly.’ 
   “Yes, Mem.  Yes, Mem.” 
After admonishing Nila, Mrs. K. turned to Inspector Hashim. 
   “What will you have, Inspector?  Tea or coffee or Coca Cola?  Come, you must 
have something to drink.  It’s so hot.  This is the first time I’ve been able to rest 
since the crowd came.”  (66) 
 
Mrs. K’s ability to switch from the high to the low lectal levels swiftly, which is 
common among those who speak English fluently, demonstrates her confidence. 
The writer on the other hand gives a vernacular transcription of the dialogue 
between the Swami and Inspector Gopal after signalling that it is spoken in Tamil.  
This is obvious because of the turn of phrase used by the Swami. 
   “Gopal, do us a favour.  Let us keep Ganesh until the sun sets.  It’d      bring 
peace to everyone.  Great happiness to all.  Gopal, the Gods love you.” 
   “Swami, I cannot.  The unbeliever will not allow Ganesh this time.  Swami, help 
me.  I cannot.” 
   “Gopal, what good are all the world’s goods if Ganesh cannot be pleased?  
Gopal, think about this.” 
   “I have thought long, Swami.  Thought very long.”  (74) 
 
The phrasing of “do us a favour” and “the Gods love you” is definitely English and 
not Tamil.  However, because of the signalling, the reader is quite comfortable with 
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the dialogue.  When the Swami meets Mr. K., however, after the sunset on the road, 
his speech is represented as indirect speech, for Mr. K. understands Tamil but cannot 
speak the language: 
  In a loud voice the Swami said that Mr. K. would have the chance to be the 
first one, if he so cared, to denote towards the restoration and enthronement of 
Ganesh in the temple.  The chants of the crowds grew fiercer, pouring out blessing 
and supplications.  It was getting hot in the car but Mr. K. did not want to get out.  
To do so would be to invite sweaty and supplicating hands.  So he said yes 
quickly.  (103 – 104) 
 
Such situations where an Indian understands basic Tamil without being able to 
communicate in the language are common. 
The theme of communication is developed when Mr. K. is unable to 
communicate with his patient Ah Looi, who prefers to speak to the Buddhist nun, the 
sister of Hung: 
Mr. K. heard them speaking softly to the woman in Chinese – in Hokkien.  Over 
the years, Mr. K. had learnt a number of phrases in Hokkien and was proud to 
display his acquisition of the language to the admiring adulation of his nurses 
when he spoke to the patients.  (134 – 135) 
 
This ability of the Indians to pick up phrases in Chinese dialects is common among 
the professionals who have a clientele of Chinese who are non-English speaking.  On 
the other hand, O. Sim, the nurse, gives a mimetic translation of the on-going speech 
of Ah Looi to Mr. K. as she speaks: 
“Well, sir, the woman is talking about her dream again.  This time, it is not 
about the arm that came through a hole in the ceiling.  But more powerful.  Big 
and powerful dream.  Yes a very huge leg.  All hairy and with a big boot coming 
through the hole and pressing down on her neck until she could not breathe.  She 
dreams many times, sir.  All about the leg and boot.  They change colours.  
Sometimes black.  Sometimes red.  Sometimes green.  She tells the nun.  And she 
says, sir, why does God punish her so?  Making her frighten.  Or is it the devil?  
She had done no harm in this life.  That’s what she’s saying sir, many times, to the 
nun.  I think sir, she’s tired, don’t you thing so, sir?” (135 – 136) 
 
Ah Looi finds solace in the chants repeated by the nun: “The two women had their 
hands clasped in prayer, the other end of the long white string dangling between their 
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fingers” (136).  After the chants have stopped, Ah Lan the mute, bends “over the bed 
and slipped off the circlet of thread from the patient’s head” and she slips her “jade 
bracelet onto the thin arm of the patient” (137).  Ah Looi’s spiritual need finds solace 
in the ritual. 
 As the action of involuntary memory is the prime moving force behind the 
narrative, the death of Ah Looi reopens Mr K.’s spiritual need and his quest for 
spirituality.  Having given up all belief in his religion, he still has to come to terms 
with death. 
Was death the finality?  He had wondered at times in his weak moments.  When 
he tried to mention the thought to his wife, she had brushed him aside and told 
him to read the Bible.  (150) 
 
Since he “felt bad about deaths” (150) the death of Ah Looi only makes this need 
more unbearable.  Through the thoughts of Bhutto, who works as a light shifter in the 
operation room, the reader is informed that Mr. K. “Never lost a patient” (90).  
However the third person narrator qualifies this: “What Bhutto did not know was that 
Mr. K. sent complicated cases to the government hospitals” (90).  Thus the theme of 
communication and the quest for spirituality is interwoven in Ah Looi’s condition.  
Mr. K. is interested in her case as the letter accompanying her mentions her “bad 
dreams” (97).  Mr. K., however, is “not able to simply believe anything” (97) and he 
fails to help Ah Looi.  He feels Ah Looi is “a bit like him” for he lived with his 
“sorrow of not being able to cry openly,” just as she was “having her dreams and her 
fears but not being able to cry for all to see” (100).  Although Mr. K. empathizes with 
her, he cannot communicate his feelings to her. 
Thus the two themes, the search for spiritual solace and the inability to 
communicate, combine in Mr. K.  In his youth Mr. K. had feared monks: “He could 
never talk to them.  If he had been able to, probably he would have understood what it 
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was all about” (151).  So it is for spiritual solace that Mr. K. wants to communicate 
with Hung; however, he is puzzled by the “burnt dots” (27) on the monk’s head which 
neither the Sri Lankan nor the Thai monks have.  Early in the narrative, he makes a 
mental note to ask Hung about the sort of anaesthetic that was used for the ceremony.  
His empathy for Hung also comes from the fact that he has accidentally looked into 
Hung’s eyes just before the operation.  However, Mr. K. is thwarted from talking to 
Hung because Hung only speaks in a Chinese dialect unfamiliar to Mr. K.  This 
disappointment is expressed simply: “Funny chap.  Pity he could not speak English” 
(151).  Mr. K. finds Miss Tang’s interpretation limited, for he sees her spoken English 
as “hopeless” and guesses that her Chinese is equally weak.  Mr. K. is also going 
through a crisis in his personal life.  His wife – with whom he has had no physical 
relationship for years – had left him in a huff due to her ruined garden.  In his 
desperation to break through his isolation, he uses sign-language to communicate with 
Hung. 
Mr. K. pressed his hands together and placed them under his right cheek and 
closed his eyes.  The monk smiled and nodded his head.  Mr. K. showed his 
upturned thumb above his clenched fingers and shook his hand up and down 
several times to congratulate the monk.  The monk smiled.  He understood.  
Pointing to the window and then pointing to the floor, Mr. K. then walked around 
the room slowly, as if in some difficulty, at the same time looking at the monk to 
see if the man understood what he was trying to convey. He also pointed to the 
bed, at the same time shaking his hand with outstretched perpendicular palm, as 
he walked.  (152)  
 
Soon after this “pantomime” the monk’s perspective is presented to the reader. 
But the man was gesturing at him, making signs.  Surely he was not a mute?  
Venerable Hung nodded his head and smiled, to humour him.  In his condition, 
unable to move in his bed, he had to be careful.  Slowly he took in the signs the 
man was making.  He was trying to ask him about his stomach.  Venerable Hung 
relaxed and smiled.  Well, he understood that man.  Of course, he must have taken 
a vow of silence on this day; any utterance would have sent him to perdition.  Still, 
the man’s gesture were clumsy, like those of a new baby.  (153) 
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By juxtaposing the different perspectives, the situation becomes not only comic but 
tragic.  Mr. K. feels he has communicated his message.  However, to be certain, he 
decides to “give instructions to the nurse to tell the patient that he must walk as 
quickly as he could, instead of lying in bed” (152).  The monk, of course, does not get 
this message, for his thoughts during the “pantomime” reveal this fact.  By bringing 
the tragic and comic elements in life together, the writer enhances the dialogic nature 
of the narrative.  This tragic-comic irony is one of the two qualities pointed out by 
Syd Harrex in his article, “Scalpel, Scar, Icon: Lee Kok Liang’s Flowers in the Sky”, 
which he feels contribute to the power of Lee’s fiction.    
The power is also created by the use of symbolism to dramatize the struggle 
between spirituality and sexuality.  For instance, the white carp with “the red dot on 
its upper lip” becomes significant, symbolically, as the narrative unfolds.  In Tantra 
the colours white and red have specific meanings; the colour white implies the male 
energy and the colour red, the female energy.  The female is also symbolically 
represented in Tantra as a downward-pointing triangle and the male by a white dot.  
The carp’s appearance as a white shape and the red dot on its lip seem to undergo a 
chiasmic reversal; the red triangle, the female energy, becomes the white shape and 
the white dot, the male energy, becomes the red dot.  The recurring motif of the carp 
gathers symbolic significance through metonymic combinations.  Gopal, after his 
encounter with Nila, sees her as his “Shakti”, and joins the Swami by accepting the 
red dot placed on his forehead by the Swami, whereas Mr. K. rejects the red dot 
which is placed on his forehead, after he had donated two hundred dollars for the 
temple, by cleaning it off his forehead as soon as the devotees are out of sight.  Mr. 
K.’s marriage has turned out wrong, for he feels that he is “a slave minting coins” (26) 
for his wife. What is implied is that Gopal, by finding his “Shakti,” achieves spiritual 
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fulfilment. The reader draws this from the fact that the “image of the couple yogically 
seated in sexual intercourse is used in the Tantrik Buddhist art of Tibet as the 
universal symbol for spiritual fulfilment” (Rawson 21). Whereas Hung is unable to 
attain harmony as he finds difficulty in reconciling the force of spirituality and 
sexuality. 
The attraction of the opposing forces is presented when Venerable Hung 
resists the pull of the female energy while being attracted to it.  After much travelling 
in China and reading the scriptures, he lands in Penang and is given a small, poor 
temple.  Here with his sister, a Buddhist nun, he lives a simple but hard life.  Soon 
after his arrival from China he hears the muezzin’s call, in Arabic, and understands it 
as “a cry that became a prayer and an entreaty,” “although he did not know the 
language” (34).  In his letter to Master Abbot in China he writes, “‘The people here 
like sounds: chants, ringing of bells, cymbals and drums impress them.  Silence they 
ignore like a falling leaf’” (110).  With time, the rich merchants take an interest in the 
temple, and with the promises of material gains, his sister agrees to install the God of 
War, which belongs to the Taoists, in the temple.  Hung suffers great mental anguish, 
for he disapproves of having an idol next to the statue of Lord Buddha.  It is during 
the installation ceremony, troubled by his doubts on the correctness of his 
involvement, while he chants his Heart Sutra, “O Sariputra, emptiness is Form and 
Form emptiness,” (113) as the devotees are singing the Triple Gem, that he responds 
to the language of music.  He hears the “trill of a flute” (113) a sound that came to 
him, which he thought was the “most beautiful voice he had ever heard” (113).  
Ironically in trying to locate the singer, he notices a figure dressed in white, but it 
turns out to be the mute Ah Lan, a farmer’s daughter who is raised by his sister from 
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the age of nine, after her father’s death.  This situational irony demonstrates Hung’s 
attraction to the female energy while being repulsed by it. 
The struggle of the spirit against sexuality is introduced when Ah Lan, in her 
fury against the God of War, tries to dislodge a human figure from under the foot of 
the idol.  Venerable Hung, startled by the vehemence of the girl, grapples with her 
arm to prevent the idol from being destroyed. 
The long sleeves of the blouse slipped down to the elbow, exposing her bare 
arms …  Venerable Hung rushed up and without being aware of it, caught hold of 
her by the wrist and pulled her away.  She gave a gasp.  Her arms wriggled in his 
hands, soft and silky.  They shone with the tender radiance of a white carp.  (115) 
 
Soon after this incident, Hung finds a drawing by Ah Lan of two carps, a very large 
one, almost filling up the paper, and inside the first one, a much smaller carp, trying to 
get out through the mouth of the large one.  While Hung studies it, his sister sees the 
expression on his face, one that he had when he returned to his father’s house from 
the monastery and told her about his first visit to the Master.  Later he orders Ah Lan 
to stop drawing.  Distracted by these events he tries to meditate. 
Although he tried to concentrate on the Diamond Sutra he found his mind 
wandering that night.  First to the arms, then to the white carp that swayed so 
lusciously in the pool of his Master’s residence. His Master had noted his interest 
in the fish and had told him that it was a female carp and was nearly fifteen years 
old […].  His mind kept slipping that night during his sitting.  Always to the white 
carp and to the bare arms.  (116) 
 
A week later, after he has gained “some degree of calmness” while meditating, he 
sees a shadow at the altar, for he had forgotten to draw the curtain across his doorway: 
Through the doorway he saw a figure standing very still, before the image of 
Lord Buddha .… And it seemed to him that there was not one but two figures, 
dressed in white ...  He held his breath deep inside him and experienced a great 
heat in the pit of his stomach burning like a cauldron.  Was it the Goddess of 
Mercy he saw standing there with Ah Lan?  (147) 
 
This hallucinatory figure, a disciple of Buddha transmogrified into the Goddess of 
Mercy, becomes a more complex and ironic symbol, for in Tantra, wisdom is seen as 
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pure white.  Confused and distracted by the call of the muezzin, Hung confronts and 
struggles with the heat burning “fiercely in his cauldron.  Like great barks of dogs” 
(147).  But the call of the muezzin pierces through his attempts at concentration. 
The vision of the candles, oil lamps, the hordes of monks, the cold granite floor, 
the huge images of Buddhas, the ringing bells, the clash of cymbals, and the 
reverberations of the gongs, tumbled and danced in his senses.  And he forgot 
what he was sitting for.  He remembered the white carp with the red dot on its 
upper lip, swimming sinuously.  He remembered the soft hands.  He remembered 
the great darkness when the doorway to his room dimmed with a shadow that 
closed upon his mind.  (147 – 148) 
 
The image of the carp, therefore, achieves symbolic significance by being brought 
together by proximal and accidental association, in the struggle of the spirit against 
the temptations of the senses.   
Although he is forced into a monastic life as a karmic duty for his idiot brother, 
Hung is drawn to spiritual enlightenment through his admiration for the head of the 
monastery.  This relationship develops when Hung, as a novice, is sent off to the head 
of the monastery to receive his punishment for playing pranks on other older monks.  
His psychological and spiritual rebirth is foreshadowed by a vision of a carp: 
     Suddenly his ears caught a different sound, coming from the water.  A white 
shape appeared.  He did not believe it at first.  It was a huge white carp.  Almost 
silvery with a red dot on its upper lip. It swung lazily in the pool and the sun 
etched its brilliant scales, as big as toe nails.  The whiskers were long and the tail 
wide.  It seemed to look up at him, sucking the water, so it seemed, with slow 
movements of the mouth.  (12) 
 
During Hung’s initiation to monkhood he, in his desire to achieve high spirituality, 
demands nine circles on which to place “a globule of charcoal covered with 
combustible plant pollen” (143).  Each of these globules is set alight.  While his 
companions with just three globules collapse, Hung kneels without falling even 
though he feels “like raising his arms to pluck out the pain” (144).  As he endures the 
“daggers of pain” (143) that “pierced the frontal bone” (143) of his skull, he suddenly 
thinks “of the huge white carp and the cool water of the pool.  The supple weave of 
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that white body in the water and the soft ‘plop’ as the carp rose up in the water” (144).  
This carp motif is repeated as the narrative unfolds giving the narrative a dialogic 
quality.  However, irony is created when the moment of glory is juxtaposed by his 
disappointment. 
     The world had not grown any larger.  He did not have any dreams.  In his 
sittings he did not even have the illusion of seeing any images.  Sakyamuni 
Buddha had spirits to contend with during his meditations; but he – not even the 
ants worried him.  His cell was bare and clean and the floor felt cool.  So the great 
experience he had thought he would have on his ordination did not come about. 
The pain he had had to go through seemed to have been for nothing.  (144 – 145) 
 
Disappointed, Hung goes on meditating, believing that he has “not acquired sufficient 
merit in his previous lives” (145) and that he was “not a good person aeons ago” (145).  
When he is given leave to return to his father’s house, Hung tries to imitate 
Sakyamuni Buddha by sitting under a tree. 
     He sat there for an hour or so, cross-legged.  A sound touched him.  He focused 
his gaze and to his horror he saw that his idiot brother was imitating him, but with 
a difference.  His brother was pissing out in a bright curve and the splash had 
disturbed his concentration.  He was about to rise and strike his brother when he 
observed that the younger boy was in a trance-like stillness and upon his face a 
serenity veiled the features. He then walked away quickly, feeling suddenly quite 
envious, suppressing the emotion at once.  How very easy it was for his idiotic 
brother to calm and still the mind.  (106 – 107) 
 
Implicit in this juxtaposition is not only the ironic reflection of the complex nature of 
attaining spirituality, but also an attention to the comic element inherent in the quest 
for spiritual satisfaction. 
The tragic aspect of Hung’s struggle against sexuality is however implied at 
the start of the narrative by the monk’s reluctance to bare his chest.  At Mr. K’s 
persistence the singlet is removed: 
The sight amazed him.  On the chest above and below both the nipples, were 
marks of the flesh being burnt, some lightly and some deeply leaving irregular 
weals.  The flesh showed up white against these marks.  The monk noticed his 
amazement and then put on the singlet.  The sorrow in the monk’s eyes put a stop 
to Mr. K.’s intention of questioning him about these marks.  (6) 
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This is only decoded at the end of the novel when Hung recalls how after the night of 
distraction, he draws on his chest “a circle with his writing brush.” 
He lay himself down and waxed the circle as carefully as he could.  Then he 
placed a small piece of charcoal on the top of it.  He struck a match and lit that 
little cone of charcoal sitting on his chest, and watched it burn.  He repeated the 
verses of the Heart Sutra, trying to banish the great pain from his mind.  And 
every time the shadow entered his mind, he lit yet another circle.  (148) 
 
This incident becomes ironical through the implied contrast between the monk and the 
surgeon which is made when Mr. K. watches Ah Lan and thinks that she would make 
someone “a heavenly wife” (137).  He visualizes her “fairness” and sees her “shine 
and glow in the bed” and feels “her flesh” to be “very smooth and warm with health 
and strength” (137).  He imagines her “black hair tossed among the pillows, and beads 
of perspiration.  Graceful and cheerful.  Yes he could be with a woman like this” (137) 
and he compares her to “the graceful glides of his Japanese carp” (137).  But Mr. K. 
has no guilt feelings about his wishful thoughts.  His Western education has liberated 
him, while Hung has mutilated himself for just having a desire.  The irony is that, 
though Mr. K. feels “emptiness” his mind is free; whereas Hung, who also 
experiences “emptiness” (1), is shackled by the Buddhist scriptures.  Mr. K., who 
once believed in Christ, makes his life “so much simpler” (27), because he “did not 
believe in anything anymore” (27), while Hung is trapped in the teachings of Buddha.  
Although Mr. K.’s love for the sounds of the storm and the waves connect him to 
Hung, who hears the passion in the muezzin’s call and the sound of rain in his mind, 
they are unable to communicate with each other, because of the lack of a common 
language. 
Implicit in the quest for spiritual fulfilment is the theme of loneliness.  Pek 
Sim, Hung’s sister, the nun, feels isolated because her only companion is Ah Lan, a 
mute.  Ah Lan is isolated because she is both dumb and deaf.  Hung is isolated 
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because he is in a strange country, and because he only speaks his dialect.  Above all 
he could find “no one with whom he could converse and find pleasure in doing so” 
(118).  What bothers Hung the most is the fact that people like Ah Pak, the farmer, 
“thought Buddha was God.  How was he to explain that Buddha had never even said 
anything about God?” (108). In his letter to his Abbot in China, Hung reveals his 
inner most thoughts: 
Some, seeing what they considered to be the paucity of the temple, took to 
donating images of Buddha, which they had purchased on their visits to the capital 
port.  Your humble one did not refuse their kind gestures but sometimes wished he 
could find at least one with whom he could talk about the Great Doctrine.  (109) 
 
Although it is not signalled, the reader understands the letter to be a vernacular 
transcription as the monk only knows Chinese.  What is tragic, of course, is that Mr. 
K. wants to talk to Hung, who is being marginalized, but is unable to do so because 
they do not share a common language.  The situation is tragic not only because Mr. K. 
is lonely, for he has no one to confide his need to understand what life “was all 
about,” but also because neither of them can cross the language barrier.  
This barrier between Hung and Mr. K. is finally given an ironical twist with 
the reference to the Book of Revelations.  This allusion performs the synecdochic 
function of registering the teachings of the Bible.  As the monk boards the car, the 
number 6 takes on an ironic significance, for the number plate of a chauffeur-driven 
Mercedes belonging to the temple, is triple 6.  Mr. K. smiles as he sees the monk 
sitting in the car, and thinks of Chapter 13 of the Book of Revelations: 
He was given power to give breath to the image of the first beast, so that it could 
speak and cause all who refused to worship the image to be killed … This calls for 
wisdom.  If anyone has insight, let him calculate the number of the beast, for it is 
man’s number.  His number is 666. 
 
When Mr. K. smiles and wonders whether he should tell the monk something about it, 
the authorial voice intrudes to remind the reader that the sound of “666”, in Cantonese 
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approximates to “Joy, joy, joy.”  The writer by using the Cantonese translation of the 
sound of the number six implies that the barrier between Mr. K. and Hung is profound, 
one that perhaps cannot be bridged.  The reader realizes that in a multilingual 
environment, there can only be partial communication.  Hung’s isolation is total for 
he has no means of crossing the barrier.  Hung’s search for spiritual satisfaction is, 
however, attained when the reader hears the third-person narrator say, 
His eyes watered with softened intensity, between his unfocused gaze vagueness 
gathered an enlarged emptiness, and finally an immobility, the like of which he 
had sought for in vain, washed and caressed every pore and entered and remained 
in his flesh.  (1) 
 
Hung experiences the profound peace of Nirvana, and sees clouds like “flowers in the 
sky” (2), after he receives the anaesthetic needle prior to the operation.  This ironical 
situation foregrounds the narrative and sharpens the dialogic quality of the novel. 
 The allusions and cross-references to different religions throughout the 
narrative discourse make the quest for spirituality complex.  At the level of statement 
the discourse dramatizes the struggle between the spirit and sexuality while at the 
level of performance it questions the wisdom of the rigid division between the desire 
of the spirit and the desire of the body.  However, what is problematic in the novel is 
the misuse of two of the names.  Lee Kok Liang uses the name “Gomez” for a Hindu 
priest and calls an Indian Catholic ‘Krishnan’.  The reader would have difficulty in 
accepting a person with the name ‘Gomez’ as a Hindu priest, for it is normally used as 
a surname for those who were converted to Catholicism by the Portuguese.  And no 
Catholic will call his or her son Krishnan, a derivative of a Hindu deity Krishna.   In 
spite of these misuse of names, one commentator on Lee’s novel discerns “a larger 
world, a world which so subtly but firmly impresses itself upon our sensibility 
precisely because it goes beyond, well and truly beyond, its immediate context” 
(Singh 205) and another considers it as “one of the finest novels to come out of the 
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region” (Lim Geok-lin 152).  The skilful use of irony not only highlights the 
difficulties of communication, but it also creates a dialogic quality which gives the 
novel its power.  This dialogic power is heightened by the “cinematic vividness about 
the prose, which gains its most distinctive effect through imagery and symbolism” 
(Barnes 122), 
 Using Standard English, the third-person narrator not only makes the reader 
aware of the diverse world that he is a part of through vernacular transcriptions but 
also represents the multi-ethnic, multi-lingual and multi-religious environment in 
which language plays a crucial role.  It is through the voice of each character trapped 
in isolation, unable to relate to each other, that the reader is made aware of the 
importance of communication in a multilingual environment.  The strategies of 
vernacular transcriptions, code-switching, code-mixing and lexical borrowing 
facilitates the representation of a multilingual environment where the diversity of 




 The theme alienation is central to K. S. Maniam’s first novel, The Return 
(1981) which is a retrospective narrative from the protagonist Ravi’s point of view, 
limited to what he hears and sees.  In an essay, ‘The Malaysian Novelist: Detachment 
or Spiritual Transcendence’, Maniam says, The Return, “in fact, sets out to explore 
how Indian religious belief can be modified to suit new lands, people and customs” 
(Maniam 168).  The religious belief that Ravi wants to modify is the caste system, 
which deprives a human being of his dignity.  As the title implies, the return is to his 
Tamil speaking family after being alienated from them throughout his years of 
learning English.   The adult Ravi, who returns to his country after two years of 
teacher-training in England, needs to understand how his colonial education 
constructed his sense of self before he can challenge the caste system, the Indian 
religious belief he wants to modify. 
 Young Ravi’s alienation begins when he masters the English language and 
learns to escape into the world created by the words of fairy tales and comics.  
Through Miss Nancy, his English teacher, who once accidently calls him “Ernie”, 
Ravi identifies himself with the English boy in his English reader.  However, while in 
England, he discovers that the snow “wasn’t as white” (155) as he had imagined it to 
be and “Ernie appeared among the many faces” he saw in the “midland town or in 
London (155).”  Ravi can only determine what he is by what he has become, by the 
story of how he got there (Taylor 48).  According to Taylor one “basic condition of 
making sense of ourselves” is that “we grasp our lives in a narrative” (Taylor 47).  
The quest, therefore, in the novel, is to understand how his alienation takes place so 
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that reconciliation with his Tamil speaking family in a multilingual environment 
becomes possible. 
Juxtaposed with the Standard English are dialogues in mimetic translation 
which suggest that there are diverse linguistic groups living in the same environment.  
Take for instance the conversation between a Tamil-speaking Ravi’s father and a 
Chinese-dialect speaking shopkeeper: 
   The Chinese in his blue drawers and white singlet shuffled up to us. 
“What you want, Ayah?” he said politely to my father. 
“My son, he goes to English school,” my father said. 
   “Yes, yes.  Very good.  So going to be great scholar?” 
he said, running a finger through my hair. 
   “He wants medicine for the teeth,” my father said. 
The man laughed and shook his head. 
   “You Indian got strong, white teeth.  Ha!  Ha!  This joke!” 
   My father pushed me forward. 
   “Gibbs,” I said. 
The man rubbed his stomach, beneath the rolled-up fold of the singlet, 
thoughtfully.  He dug into a pile of the flat, toothpaste tins, then scratched his 
head. 
“Got everything,” he mumbled, his eyes travelling over the dusty, less used 
shelves.  “This ‘Kipps’, what colour outside?” 
   “Blue,” I said.  “Pink inside.” 
   My father smiled.  He hadn’t heard me speak so many words of English.  (34 – 
35) 
    
The phrase “My son, he goes” has a similar structure of a Malay sentence.  However, 
the word “Ayah” is Tamil, a term of respect but it is possible to deduce that the verbal 
exchange must be in Bazaar Malay as the father is only a ‘dhoby’, a laundry man, and 
the shopkeeper with his “blue drawers” and “white rolled-up singlet” has the 
demeanour of an unsophisticated person.  Moreover, although the novel was 
published in 1981, the narrative deals with a social situation in the late forties and 
early fifties.  Since Malay was the lingua franca between ethnic groups during the 
time that the majority of the population were under the colonial education system the 
narrator’s father would most likely be speaking Bazaar Malay to the shopkeeper.  
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Although the sentences appear to be a mimetic translation of Bazaar Malay, it could 
also be mistaken for a low variety of English as there is no signalling by the writer.  
The difficulty in trying to differentiate between mimetic translation and the low 
variety of English is a problem both for the reader as well as the writer.  For instance, 
in an article, “A Case Of English In Malaysian Fiction: A Look At K.S. Maniam’s 
The Return”, the commentators consider the above dialogue as “colloquial Malaysian 
English” (Wong & Yong 10). 
 Likewise the dialogue with the money-lender, Bayi, a Punjabi, is problematic. 
“No beer.  Take what money I can give and go” my father said impatiently. 
“Never mind the money, Kannan.  Ask the boy to get some beer,” Bayi said. 
“And next month the debt will be a tight knot round my neck!”  My father said.  
(86 – 87) 
 
This dialogue sounds like a mimetic translation of Tamil.  The imagery, “tight knot 
round my neck” has the metaphoric orientation of Tamil.  However, it could easily be 
Bazaar Malay as Indians from different linguistic groups used Bazaar Malay for 
communication if they are not educated in English.  A low variety of Tamil was also 
used for communication.  The fact is, the dialogue is a vernacular transcription and 
not a variety of English.  The dialogue is too grammatically correct and there are no 
linguistic markers to indicate that the speech is in a low variety of English. 
 Mimetic translation is used effectively in dialogues to convey the Tamil 
speaking world of the protagonist.  The writer captures the typical Tamil diction by 
the inflection and syntax of the utterance, when young Ravi’s mother calls out to his 
father, “‘Eh, Ravi’s father, come and look at this boy!’”  It is customary for Indian 
wives not to address their husbands by their names.  The statement that follows this, 
“‘Am I to cook or wipe his tears’” (33), has the typical rhythmic pattern of colloquial 
Tamil when a speaker balances two phrases of equal urgency that demands attention 
at the same time, implying help is needed.  It is in the syntactic structure of the 
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statement that the Tamil rhythm is captured.  However, such mimetic translation is 
used sparingly in the novel.  Often there is a direct translation from Tamil to English, 
especially when the adult Ravi recalls the life of the grandmother who is called 
“Periathai, the Big Mother” (4).  The statements “‘They were like chickens afraid of 
slaughter’” (1), “‘Bring out the pot we wanted to throw away last year!’” (2) and “‘It 
was like looking at stars on a lonely night’” (2), are direct translations from spoken 
Tamil. 
 The writer also organizes and presents the dialogue so that the reader becomes 
conscious of the underlying theme of alienation.  First, there is a low variety of 
Singapore-Malayan English which dramatizes Ravi’s interaction with his classmates 
who live in the labour lines: 
“Long time you no catch us,” one of them said. 
The language grated on my ear – it was the English we lapsed into after school 
hours. 
“Long time no play,” I said, reluctantly.  (44) 
 
The phrase the “language grated on my ear” shows that young Ravi has made 
progress in his mastery of the English language.  Despite this, he shifts to the low 
variety used by the neighbourhood children to identify with them.  But the game of 
catching becomes aggressive as a “hostile tone” creeps into their voices as the boys 
use mimetic translation of Tamil. 
   “Why you pull me away?” I asked in panic. 
“You not man to play some other place?”  Ganesh said … 
“I play anywhere,” I said. 
“This body got words!  See got action!”  Ganesh jeered.  (44) 
 
During the scuffle, the dialogue is in a mimetic translation of Tamil instead of a low 
variety: 
   “Why you standing there like monkey?” 
“He white monkey!  No know what we think!” 
“Who you call white monkey?” I shouted. 
“You!  You!”  they chorused. 
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“Reading, writing, more than us.  You try to better teacher?”  Ganesh asked.  (45) 
 
The mimetic translation “Reading, writing more” is balanced with a low variety: “you 
try to better teacher”.  The omission of a question marker makes it sound more like a 
condemnation.  Ravi’s father’s admonition: ‘“You stay home from now on.  Don’t 
join the riff-raff” (46) with its grammatical correct English must have been in Tamil.  
The phrase “riff-raff” is a vernacular transcription of a Tamil phrase. 
Young Ravi’s world consists of a Tamil speaking neighbourhood and the 
English fairy tales of Miss Nancy, his English class teacher.  Through story-telling, 
his teacher expands and widens Ravi’s exposure to the English-speaking world.  It is 
Miss Nancy’s method of teaching that helps Ravi to master the English language 
quickly.  Using dramatization and puppets, stories like Snow White, Hansel and 
Gretel, and Red Riding Hood come to life for young Ravi.  The English rhythms and 
intonation of their speech fill his mind five days of the week, slowly drawing him 
away from the Tamil speaking environment. 
However, it is the hygiene lessons, especially those conducted by Miss Nancy, 
that bring about the psychological distancing from his life in the labour lines: 
   The boys cheered.  I struggled, bobbing up against the grasping cold.  But Miss 
Nancy fished me out again, to soap my body over, scrub it with a sponge and 
chuck me back into the water.  I don’t know whether her ritual love for cleanliness 
or the end of the ordeal gave me a light-headed feeling.  I enjoyed the final luxury 
of her large, enveloping towel.  It was like entering a foreign, luxuriant land.  I 
had been immersed!  (67) 
 
This immersion is more than physical, it is psychological.  As the boys chant “Ernie!  
Ernie!  Ernie!”  Ravi, who is addressed as Ernie, the English character in the English 
reader, by Miss Nancy, now identifies himself totally with that character.  However, I 
agree with Brewster (“Linguistic Boundaries: K.S. Maniam’s The Return”, 176) that 
the adult narrator, Ravi, uses “cutting satire” to represent the colonial education that 
seduces young Ravi.  This parody is an example of “double-voiced discourse” 
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(Bakhtin 324).  “It serves two speakers at the same time and expresses simultaneously 
two different intentions; the direct intention of the character who is speaking, and the 
refracted intention of the author,” (Bakhtin 324).  By parodying Miss Nancy’s 
teaching method, the adult Ravi undergoes the process of decolonization of his 
education.  The reader hears the adult voice of Ravi as he parodies his first year in an 
English school.  Anne Brewster sees this re-reading of the fairy tales as adult Ravi’s 
way of avenging the “myths of power and desire that expose Miss Nancy’s sexual and 
colonial predatoriness” (176).  
This world of Miss Nancy stands in contrast with the brutal world of the Tamil 
speaking labour line which Ravi sees as the “long-house.”  Labour lines of the 
colonial era consist of a common roof, with each unit separated by a thin wall of 
bricks and plaster.  In an autobiography, From Shore to Shore by Muthammal 
Palanisamy, the labour line is described as having “approximately ten families” 
complete with “a barber and a washer-man or dhobi” (39).  The narrator’s term “long-
house”   a translation from Tamil, sums up the kind of intimacy that is created by the 
living conditions imposed by such close proximity.  The word “long house” is 
actually a literal translation of the Tamil word but it has the connotation of communal 
living of the Dayak longhouse.  Ravi is “reabsorbed into the pulse and rhythm of the 
long-house activities” (68) during his school holidays.  However, Ravi is now more 
aware of the brutality in his environment as he contrasts his world with “Ernie’s”. 
The latent violence in Ravi’s labour line seeps through the speech of its 
inhabitants.  For instance the verbal exchange between Ratnam, the drain-cleaner, and 
the janitor Sulaiman, “Menon’s right-hand man” (71), is either a translation from 
Bazaar Malay or Tamil.  This is to assume that either Ratnam speaks Bazaar Malay or 
Sulaiman speaks Tamil.  As the writer fails to signal, the reader is left to make his 
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own interpretation.  Ratnam’s speech with phrases such as, “Has he a white 
backside?” (73), “dragging your backside all over the floor” (73) and “Your son may 
not be my grandson” (73), which carries abusive nuances and sexual innuendoes, are 
mimetic translations from Tamil.  The perpetual verbal tussle between Ratnam and 
Govindan often becomes explosive: 
   “You’re everybody’s daughter-in-law!” 
   “Don’t open your shit-sinking mouth, Ratnam!” Govindan warned.  “I’ll push a 
broomstick down your throat.”  (76) 
 
Such abusive language often turns into physical violence: 
 
   “See what filth she’s throwing at us, Mamah,” Anjalai wailed. 
   “I can go to prison again!  Where’s that iron rod?”  Ratnam bellowed. 
   Muniandy walked into the quarrel at that moment. 
   “You’ve been displaying your jewellery!  The evil snakes are hissing again,” he 
said and thrashed his wife. 
   “Don’t touch the girl!” Ratnam said. 
   “She’s my wife!” Muniandy yelled. 
   “Who says?  Not the urine-drinking old drain scrounger!” Govindan said.  (77) 
 
This verbal abuse ends in a fight between Muniandy and Govindan, which only stops 
with the arrival of Menon “the Ayah”, who wields power over the labourers. 
In the midst of this environment, Ravi, who wants to speak English “to revive 
Miss Nancy’s world” (80), enacts the scene in Menon’s, the hospital assistant’s office, 
where he handles a pregnant woman.  During the play acting the boys use Miss 
Nancy’s English instead of the language spoken by them, “in the long verandah of the 
houses,” which “was a defiant version of English, mingled with and sounding very 
Tamil” (80). 
   Azmi, dignified and holding a more sophisticated stethoscope, alighted. 
   “What’s the matter, Menon?” 
   “Difficult case.” 
   The ‘M.O’ examined the patient.  Then stood in his classical pose, stethoscope 
awry, hand cupping an elbow (the patient mockingly moaning), contemplative. 
   “We’ve a caesarian on our hands, Mr. Menon.  Operation,” the ‘M.O’ said.  (80) 
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This mimicry of what the boys managed to see while peeping into Menon’s office is 
punished by “whacks on” their “bottoms with a rotan.”  The threat of Menon is ever 
present, as they know that, the minute they break into “‘pure’ English” they will be 
scolded with “‘You’ll have Ayah’s anger on our heads!’” (80). 
However, Ravi becomes only fully aware of the socio-economic divide 
between the world of Menon and his when he breaks the biggest taboo in his 
environment.  As the narrator notes: 
   But English, as spoken by teachers in schools, reigned supreme among the more 
skilled, educated personnel of this estate hospital.  They lived, quite removed from 
us, on raised terrace houses.  (80) 
   Visits on a social level were taboo and discouraged.  Violation meant, for the 
children, two beatings: one from our parents, the other from Ayah himself.  (81) 
 
Ravi hides in the bushes on Christmas day to watch the activities of the “status-
conscious families” (81).  He feels “like an alien shuttled in from a primitive world” 
(82) as he observes the “clean clothes and the casual, free air” and the “scene [awakes] 
strange desires” within the seven-year old, who has “smuggled” himself away from 
the “‘lines’ children” while they rage “on the field in their wild games, the men either 
drunk or getting drunk, the women gossiping in several doorways” (82).  Ravi 
overhears a dialogue between a boy and a girl. 
   “Don’t you hide there, Mike!” a girl called.  “There are creatures there that 
crawl!” 
   “I’ll put a worm down your back!” the boy said cheerfully. 
   “Mummy!  Mummy! Mike’s being wicked again!” 
The boy saw me before I could get away. 
   “What are you doing here?” he said sternly, though not unkindly. 
   “Watching.” 
For a moment he stood speechless, eyeing me as he would a snail that had 
slithered into a well-tended flower bed.  Then he smiled. 
   “I know you, Ravi.  I’m Mike,” he said and extended, as if he had been tutored 
to do so, his hand.  (82) 
 
This dialogue in “pure English” encapsulates the world from which Ravi is debarred.  
By breaking the taboo he invites punishment as this incident is reported to Menon by 
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a woman named Mariamah.  This news brings on a “silent boycott” by the neighbours 
of the long-house who fear Menon.  Later, Ravi is told by his father that “Ayah wants 
to see” (83) him.  At Menon’s doorsteps, Ravi feels the full wrath of “Ayah” as the 
rotan strikes his shoulders and legs, without any explanation.  The adult narrator of 
this cataclysmic incident sums up the inner turmoil of young Ravi.   
   As I stumbled back, weak with disgust and confusion, I felt all the old nausea 
return.  The field I crossed wasn’t covered with grass but with the vomit of 
thoughtless living; it was the slave patch on which one was driven relentlessly, 
cornered and whipped.  Over it rose a sky dark with cruelty, injustice and 
irrationality.  (84) 
 
The alienation from the hierarchy of his environment solidifies as young Ravi 
stumbles back to the labour line. 
   I don’t know what promises I made myself but a grain of iron must have entered 
my soul for, from the following day, I turned away from the God who ruled my 
people.  (84) 
 
Menon’s wrath for a seemingly minor offence becomes the climactic moment in 
young Ravi’s life. 
Menon’s power over Ravi’s life can only be fully understood in the context of 
the Indian caste system.  In Against the Grain, Shirley Geok-lin Lim states: 
“Although the narrative is not explicit on the castes the major characters belong to, 
the conflict suggests that Ayah belongs to the Kshatriya[s], the executive warrior 
caste, and Naina and his children to the Vaishya[s], the caste of merchants” (Lim 140).  
In fact, the name Menon implies that Ayah comes from the Kshatriya caste.  Among 
the Malayalees the name Menon suggests that he is a feudal lord, whereas Naina and 
Ravi are from the lowest caste, the Sudra.  Ravi’s father’s socio-economic status as a 
dhoby indicates his caste.  Members of the Sudra caste “serve the castes above them” 
and are thus “engaged in all kinds of menial tasks” (Palanisamy 9).  Although Naina 
opens his own laundry shop later in the narrative, it does not place him in the Vaishya 
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caste as Lim assumes.  Unlike the British class system, the Indian caste divisions are 
rigid, where a person’s caste is decided by birth rather than his wealth.  However, I 
agree with Lim that the “conflict between Ayah and Naina is not randomly hostile; 
rather it is embedded in and plays out traditional Indian relationships” (Lim 140).  In 
this regard Anne Brewster is right in saying that the title The Return “suggests the 
desire to re-establish racial and ethnic origins but his nostalgia is mixed with a sober 
realization of the impossibility of this quest” (Brewster 178).  The impossibility exists 
because the adult narrator, Ravi, realizes full well that in order to totally embrace his 
grandmother’s world, he must believe in the rigid caste system which controls the life 
of the orthodox Hindu.  
Young Ravi, born in Malaysia, is totally unaware of the traditional Indian 
caste divisions.  When he is asked to resume delivery of clothes to Menon’s house, he 
says, “so I waited, as certain social laws in that small town required, at the staircase of 
the hospital bungalow and the Big House” (101).  Young Ravi thinks that this is a 
peculiar behaviour, limited to his environment.  Hence when Ravi returns to the 
labour line after his father had opened a laundry shop in the town, Bedong, he does 
not fully comprehend the situation, as Menon’s children jeer at him calling him 
“‘Dhobi’s son!’” (110). What is implied here is that he is still a low caste person, even 
though his father runs a shop.  Later as a teenager, Menon tells Ravi, “‘You’re still 
washing my clothes!’” (140).  The subtext here is that Ravi is doing a menial task for 
him and thus remains trapped in the caste of his birth. 
To maintain the status quo of the caste divisions, the members of the higher 
caste impose certain patterns of behaviour.  The Menons did not allow the laundry 
man to step into their house.  Ravi is told by Mrs Menon, “‘How many times must I 
tell you not to come to the house?  Stay near the kitchen and call’” (41).  Karupi, 
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Ravi’s step-mother says: “Amah makes me sit on the bottom step instead of at the 
doorway” (101).  Menon’s insistence that Ravi should deliver the laundry comes from 
the desire to humiliate him.  Young Ravi says, “the clothes smelled in my arms like a 
week-old dead child” (41).  He escapes into his fantasy world of “snow-capped 
isolation and the gentleness of the buttercupped meadows” (41) to mitigate this 
humiliation.  Menon starts expressing his prejudice as Ravi masters the English 
language.  
   “I heard you can speak the white man’s tongue better than my son,” he said.  
   I stood, as had been dictated by the social laws of the hospital community, 
waiting for him to dismiss me. 
   “You’re only good for washing other people’s dirty clothes,” he said and walked 
on to his house.  (42 – 43) 
  
Ravi shows his defiance by refusing to deliver the laundry as a youngster after he was 
thrashed by his father: “‘I won’t deliver clothes any more!  The Big House can wait 
and wait!” (91). However, on Menon’s insistence Ravi has to resume his delivery 
duties. 
   The twice-a week ordeal eroded whatever self-confidence I had developed.  
They always made me feel I was a dhobi’s son and could never dream of being 
more.  (101) 
 
After he has obtained a scholarship offered by the Indian High Commission, to 
continue his secondary school education, Ravi refuses to deliver the laundry to the 
Menons. 
   “Your step-mother tells me you don’t want to go to the Big House with the 
clothes,” he said gently. 
   “Yes,” I said. 
   “You must listen to what your head tells you,” he said.  “I’ll send Samy.”  (114) 
 
Thus Ravi foils not only Menon’s ploy to humiliate him but also the desire to prevent 
him from continuing his secondary school education.  Thwarted, Menon confronts 
Ravi one evening as he passes the bungalow. 
“What do you read at school?” he said. 
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“Usual text-books,” I said.   
“Story books?” 
“Some,” I said recalling my library hours. 
“Why are you late coming back home almost every day?” 
“Not every day,” I said. 
“Why?” 
“I study in a classroom,” I said. 
He laughed. 
“You’ve a home.  And a shop.  No place to study?” 
“Too much noise and work!” 
 “So, getting above your station, ah?” he said malevolently.  (104) 
 
The above dialogue sounds like a variety of English, closer to the prestige norm.  The 
use of “ah” and the omission of question markers imply that they are speaking in a 
variety of English, since both Menon, and Ravi speak English. 
However, the dialogue between Menon and Naina is a vernacular transcription 
as Menon is chastising Ravi.   
   “I’ve spoken to that son of yours,” he said, “but he won’t listen.  Nowadays a 
little education goes to the head.  He might even think of becoming a doctor and 
order me about.” 
   “No, no.  Ayah,” my father protested. 
   “We’ve to stop such useless dreams.  I’m told he has boxes of comics and story 
books in his room.  You should have controlled him earlier.” 
   “I don’t read English, Ayah” my father said. 
Something in his voice gave me courage.  Ayah turned to me. 
   “You should be grateful your father has educated you so far.  Now be a dutiful 
son and help the family.” 
   “You want me to stop going to school?” I said. 
   “See how he talks without respect Kannan?”  Ayah appealed to my father.  (108) 
 
The above dialogue, one must assume, is a vernacular transcription as Naina speaks 
no English.  However, when Menon says, “‘That’s a good way to bring this upstart 
back to his senses’”, the reader is not certain whether it is in English, which is only 
understood by Ravi, or in Tamil, in which case both Naina and Ravi would 
understand Menon’s hidden intent.  Later in the narrative, Naina gathers enough 
confidence to say to Menon, 
“I won’t work for you.” 
“I’m giving you notice,” Menon said. 
“No, I’m giving you notice,” Naina said.  (134) 
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Naina learns to stand on his feet by Ravi’s insistence on defying Menon.  When he 
says, “I won’t bend my knee to any one any more” (132), Naina has learnt to have 
self-respect.   
Later in the narrative, when Naina loses his prosperous business, Menon tries 
to get him back to work in the estate hospital.  He appeals to Ravi who has just come 
back from his two years of teacher training in England: “‘You’re an educated young 
man.  Advise your father.  I’m ready to give him back his job’” (170).  But Naina’s 
response to this is, “‘I’ve dignity’” (171) and prefers to burn to death rather than 
concede to the ignominy of servitude.  Ravi, on the other hand, is empowered through 
English education to attain social mobility, which is denied to his father.  The moment 
of triumph comes when Menon speaks to him as an equal, as an educated man, which 
he refused to do while Ravi was growing up. 
 Circumstances compound Ravi’s alienation from his mother and his younger 
siblings.  His visits to the estate hospital become less frequent during his five years of 
secondary schooling mainly due to the antagonism of Ganesh and his friends, who 
taunt Ravi as he cycles to and fro from Bedong.  They call out in abusive language 
such as, 
“White backside!  Town filth!” 
“Man with nothing between the legs!” 
“Perfumed prostitute.”  (129) 
 
Ganesh and his friends are using a mimetic translation of Tamil which becomes 
doubly abusive as the images from Tamil are translated into English.  Ravi’s feelings 
for his mother are disturbed by the thought of how “she could stomach the filthy 
language, the evil plotting and gossiping that went on in the long-house” (128 – 9).  
When his mother places “a dash of thumuru on” his forehead “taken from the tray at 
the house shrine” he stands before her “stiff and irritated” (129).  This feeling is 
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totally opposite to what he felt as a six-year old when he went through the initiation 
ceremony.  His “sense of humiliation and the need to escape” mounts, as he gets a 
view of his “mother’s last image – an isolated, lonely figure in the dimly-lighted 
doorway” (129).  When he reaches Bedong, Ravi locks himself in his attic-bedroom, 
trying to mitigate the “coiled-up sense of violation” (129) by reading the letters from 
his pen-pals, or “just staring at walls” (129) which are covered with a “framed poster 
of English country-side, particularly of ‘daffodil land’” (111).  Tang Soo Ping points 
out that Ravi reports his brother’s sudden death with “little emotion” (Tang 281) and 
his father’s tragic end “with little feeling” (Tang 282).  This lack of overt emotion is 
due to years of alienation from his family.  During his first year in the English school, 
Ravi demarcates a space in his home where he withdraws into the world of comics.  
Although his grandmother’s rituals captured his mind in his formative years, 
   “Her voice transformed the kolams into contours of reality and fantasy, 
excitingly balanced.  I felt I stood on the edge of a world I may have known.”  (6) 
 
this memory is supplanted by the world of actuality, the brutality of his environment, 
which slowly alienates him from his grandmother’s world. 
This sense of alienation, however, makes Ravi request for a posting to a town 
in Perak, after he is qualified as a teacher. But he gets one in Sungai Petani, close to 
his family.  The concluding paragraph in the narrative tries to justify his position in 
relation to his family. 
   But I had not walked away from Naina, or Periathai, for they were still vividly 
in my mind.  With difficulty and uncertainty, I wrote the following poem, 
containing an immature and tormenting recognition.  (182) 
 
The poem is left with no conclusive answer to his personal dilemma.  Although he 
feels that he has not “walked away” from the two people who were the mainstay in his 
youth, he has no desire to “serve”, for he has mastered a language through which he is 
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able to release himself, from the bondage to an age-long commitment to social 
hierarchy that had kept his father in servitude.  
However, the incorporated long poem “Full Circle” which concludes the 
narrative is indeterminate.  The title of the poem which is written for Naina implies 
that the protagonist hopes that he has returned to his Tamil-speaking world, an idea 
that is also suggested by the title of the novel.  The poem, I agree with Lim (141), 
arrives at “a moral recognition of his psychic estrangement”, but it does more than 
this.  The clue to the second meaning lies in the word “serve”, which is repeated in the 
final verse.  The guilt feeling of having betrayed his father and grandmother by 
alienating himself from his own culture is suggested in the isolated line, “Words will 
not serve”, which appears before the final verse.  However the word “serve” in the 
final verse suggests a more profound meaning. 
You’ll be twisted by them 
into nameless little impulses 
that roam dark city roads, raging. 
They will be vague knots 
of feelings, lustreless, cultureless, 
buried in a heart that will not serve.  (183) 
 
The adult narrator, Ravi, wants some sort of a closure after the purification ceremony, 
but the authorial voice intervenes by suggesting that words or language is only a 
means to an end.  What is far more important is one’s emotions.  This is suggested by 
the phrase “a heart that will not serve.”  This is “Ravi’s awakening” as Maniam states 
in his article, ‘Fiction Into Fact, Fact Into Fiction: A Personal Reflection’ (267).  
Margaret Yong (274) points out that, “In the end he emerges with a sense that the 
rituals of that communal world now rendered ‘useless’ (180), may not be the bases for 
transmutation into a brave new world, but the loss has not utterly destroyed him,” for 
he knows that both Naina and Periathai are “still vividly” present (182) in his mind.  
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“In the end, it is not English and its culture that brings Ravi his sense of self but a 
process of returning” (Roxas-Tope 114). 
At the end of the novel the reader understands Ravi’s dilemma but the reader 
also realizes that the protagonist is living in a multilingual environment where diverse 
beliefs flourish.  The multilingual nature of the environment is represented through 
the use of loan words like “mee” (120), “kway teow” (34) “kuali”(119) and “sin-seh” 
(138) from Chinese.  From the Malay, the loan words are “assam” (137), “changkuls” 
(170), “lallang” (161), “Merdeka” (138), “parang” (7), “rotan” (80), “samsu” (72) and 
“sireh” (18).  Words from the Indian languages commonly heard in the environment 
like “jamindar” (76), “jubbah” (117), “Aum” (21), “vesti” (19) and popular Indian 
food like “kurma” (20), “papadam” (174), and “vadais” (6) appear without glossing.  
The writer also uses Tamil words like “kolam” (4), “kumkum” (20), “puja” (19), 
“thali” (5), “thinnai” (3), “thrunuru” (129) and “thundu” 9174) more than once 
without glossing.  The narrator uses the untranslated Tamil, Malay and Chinese words 
throughout the narrative, for not only conveying a sense of cultural distinctiveness but 
also to portray that he is living in a multilingual society.  As a member of such a 
society, young Ravi chooses to call his father “Naina” a Telugu word for father.  This 
word is provided with glossing, that is, it has translation within parentheses because it 
is an important word.  Although Ravi’s choice to call his father “Naina” is an act of 
defiance after he moves away from his mother’s “longhouse”, the narrator takes 
particular care to provide the meaning, “the filial honorific in Telugu” (110), 
demonstrating that he was in no way belittling his father by using a Telugu word 
instead of a Tamil word.  The act implies that he, as an individual, can make changes 
to his life if he chooses.  This act which follows after the “victory over Ayah” (110), 
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suggests that in a multilingual society one can modify even a religious traditional 
belief.   
The Return is a persuasive novel because the psychological change that takes 
place in Ravi and Naina is not presented to the reader as a bald fact, but as a process, 
dramatically rendered in dialogues that correspond to the natural sequence of the 
narrative and its thematic intent.  Like Lee Kok Liang, Maniam constructs a 
multilingual environment in The Return with a mixture of vernacular transcriptions, 





In Rice Bowl (1984), Suchen Christine Lim’s first novel, the writer dramatizes 
the tension between the Mandarin-educated Chinese and the English-educated 
Chinese.  This tension is linked to the underlying theme in the novel – national 
identity.  Unlike Lee Kok Liang and Maniam, the writer moves away from the 
strategy of vernacular transcriptions, to the strategies of code-switching and code-
mixing, to represent the tension among the Chinese in Singapore. 
The English-educated Marie, who enters the religious order of the convent and 
turns into an activist after she becomes an undergraduate, is the protagonist.  Though 
the narrative is about Marie, the writer uses Mak, a sociology lecturer, to act as her 
foil because he represents the Mandarin-educated.  Through an interior monologue, 
the reader hears Mak’s vision of himself: 
Mak ignored the remark and smiled to himself – the smile of the unrecognized 
General.  Wait, ah wait.  When he should give the signal for arms one day, she 
would remember that this was how she had encountered him, Mak Sean Loong, 
First Dragon.  And was not one of the Chinese Dragon Emperors, Chien Lung, 
also one of those who moved incognito among his people like this?  Satisfaction 
wreathed his face as he noted his own continuity with history, unaware of the 
contradiction in his comparison between a self-professed follower of Marxist – 
Leninist – Mao Tse-tung.  (202)  
 
In the above passage, the direct authorial voice does not end where the character’s 
language begins.  In fact, considerable sections of the novel are presented in either 
Marie’s voice or Mak’s.  These voices are not set off from the authorial speech in any 
formally compositional or syntactical way.  That is, there is no demarcation between 
the character’s language and the direct authorial voice.  The writer uses the technique 
of free indirect style, where the narrator’s voice combines with the voice of Mak to 
portray the egoistical core of Mak’s thoughts which parodies Marie’s egoistical nature.  
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It is through Marie’s thoughts as she walks with Yean, one of the pupils from her 
select group that this trait surfaces. 
If only Yean had been able to pour out her thoughts and feelings then, Marie too, 
would have been able to confess: I, too, have learnt something.  I dream a dream 
but my dream is many-faceted.  Different parts of my dream attract different 
people.  I know I attract them but I do not make them like me.  How can you, 
Yean, in your silence blame me?  Can you blame the Flame of the Forest if 
passers-by admire its blooms and stop in its shade.  (259) 
 
This interior monologue reveals Marie’s egoistical tendencies.  Here she is very 
similar to Mak, as both of them believe in their power to attract and influence people 
around them.  As Mak’s behaviour becomes ironical in the light of his egoistical 
tendencies, Marie’s egoistical nature is also foregrounded.  Mak’s degeneration into a 
mad man parodies Marie’s idealism, even though the reader is aware that Marie’s 
views on individual rights are based on humanistic values, while Mak’s views are 
motivated by the teachings of Mao Tse-tung.   
The writer uses code-switching and code-mixing to dramatize Mak’s 
degeneration into a mad man.  When he intentionally uses a phrase from Mandarin, it 
is code-switching, whereas shifting from one language to another under emotional 
pressure is code-mixing.  A good example of intentional change of code is Mak’s 
reaction to Hans, an American human rights worker: 
Mak veered round and grabbed Hans by the shoulders just as Hans came in, not 
knowing what was happening. 
‘Here is the chief jackass of them all.  You lied!’ 
‘Hey, what’s going on?’  Hans tried to pry loose Mak’s iron claws from his 
shoulders. 
‘Mak de!  Ta gan wen wo ah!  You Fascist pig!, CIA agents!  Running dogs of 
capitalism.’  And Mak punched Hans in the stomach.  (244) 
 
Through this overt use of a low variety of Mandarin, the writer effectively dramatizes 
the rage within Mak where he refuses to accommodate the addressee. 
According to Platt, “code selection would naturally depend on the extent to 
which the speaker wishes to accommodate the addressee” (79).  For instance Mak, 
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whose ideas of grandeur and power verge on megalomania during his final mental 
breakdown, turns on Marie. She is the target of his verbal abuse as she is an English-
educated Chinese.  In his rage, Mak’s speech is dominated by Mandarin as well as 
Hokkien phrases: 
Mak who had planted himself under the electric lamp looked like an avenger 
from the grave. 
‘Mak’, Rev James called gently, ‘come, it’s alright.’ 
‘Ni de mah de!  Zho kai!’  Mak flung out an arm pushing an imaginary person 
away followed by a volley of Mandarin terms.  The faces of the Chinese students 
told Yean that those were four-letter words. 
‘Ang Mo, you smell – go drop your shit somewhere else!’  he shouted again.  
(244) 
 
While Mak loses control of mind, the bidimensional nature of his speech repertoire 
surfaces.  Here, Mak, having lost his mental stability, switches from one language to 
the other without fully being aware of it.  The Mandarin used in the text is a literary 
strategy to portray Mak losing control of his mind.  The writer is able to dramatise the 
cultural conflicts of a Singaporean who feels antagonistic towards the American by 
code-mixing.  Through the linguistic tension in the use of the phrase “ang mo”, which 
is a derogatory term meaning “red-haired,” in Hokkien, Mak’s rage is manifested.  
Although the reader does not hear the four-letter words, the very fact that Mak 
switches to a low variety of Mandarin, where the listeners are mostly non-Mandarin 
speakers, reveals his state of mind.  And the fact that Mak ignores the verbal 
repertoire of the listeners implies that he has no wish to accommodate them.  It also 
reveals Mak’s political stance.  Code-switching and code-mixing are “‘literary 
strategies which subtly express cultural conflicts through linguistic tensions’” (Talib 
146).  The tension between the Mandarin-educated and the English-educated takes on 
political overtones in this dramatic incident.   
Code-switching can also reveal the underlying political tensions in the society.  
A bus conductor’s remarks, 
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   ‘Ya, some passengers like this.  They make life difficult – this complain, that 
complain … I also can speak English … Some women farny too – so fussy – say 
we conductors cheeko.  What man?  I married.  I want cheeko I go to my wife, 
yiok song!  (171) 
 
make Marie say, “This is his only way to let off steam.  He has been oppressed all his 
life and you’re the elite” (171).  The English-educated is considered “the elite” during 
the colonial days and those educated in the vernacular schools were seen as the “silent 
oppressed” (171).  His remark that he can speak English must be seen in this light.  
The code-switching from Chinese dialect to a low variety of English is to assert this 
claim. 
 The writer uses the strategy of code-switching in another bus conductor’s 
language to indicate the racial tension in Singapore. 
   The bus screeched to a stop and about twenty people tried to get in.  An Indian 
boy clambered up through the rear door meant for exit. 
   ‘Hey, hey, you!  Get down, get down!’  the bus conductor shouted in his best 
English.  ‘Come up front lah you people.  Got front door don’t want to use front 
door.  Make life susah-lah!  Don’t move!’ he commanded the bus driver, ‘he still 
there.  Get down, get down!’  he shouted and glared at the Indian schoolboy till 
embarrassed and angry, the boy got off the bus.  ‘Ya, move now,’ and as the bus 
moved off the bus conductor turned to the passengers to vindicate himself. 
   ‘Basket he!  Ask him to get down don’t get down.  Still stand there.  Wah!  
Grandfather own the bus or what?  Come up front like everybody else lah!  You 
go back I not see you, I ring bell and door close susah-lah, right?’  (170) 
 
The conductor wishes to make himself more acceptable to the other passengers by 
code-switching from the low variety of English to Malay.  He uses a Malay word 
“susah” with the particle ‘lah’ which would be understood by most of the locals as 
being friendly.  A Cantonese shouting at an Indian boy has racial overtones, hence 
this need to “vindicate himself.”   
Code-switching takes place among the English-educated, when they switch 
from Standard English to a low variety of English, either to accommodate the 
addressee or to highlight the manner in which someone else speaks.  Take for 
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example, the woman in the exclusive club, whose speech, Paul a close friend of 
Marie’s, overhears: 
   ‘How can?  I asked the matron.  I’m entitled to first class and they dare put me 
in second class with everybody.  I was so mad.  I absolutely refused to budge from 
the labour ward until they found me a first-class room.  So maddening it was!  
(275) 
   
The use of grammatically correct English and the range of vocabulary show that she is 
English-educated.  Her arrogant stance, however, reveals that she considers herself as 
one of “the elite”.  The phrase “How can?” is a typical Singapore-Malayan English 
question form that is used in a low variety of English which she uses to accommodate 
her addressee, the matron. 
A form of code-switching takes place in Yean’s home when her uncle and 
aunts speak in a low variety of English.  For instance, when the demonstration fails, 
the response of one of the aunts captures the use of a low variety of English with 
Cantonese: 
And then her eldest aunt not to be outdone had to add, ‘Aye, so troublesome 
when they grow up; they think they know everything’.  They don’t know and she 
had recited her favourite Cantonese proverb, ‘When in trouble you find you call 
heaven and heaven has no ears; call to earth and earth has no mouth.  Then you 
know everyone is deaf and dumb in the face of trouble.  Listen to us, Yean, we eat 
more salt than you eat rice.  Now study when you can study.  After your 
foundation is firm then do what you want when your pouch is full of money.’  
(232) 
 
Here the speaker uses a low variety of English, switches to Cantonese, then switches 
back to a low variety of English.  Such a situation takes place when the speaker wants 
to keep an adage or proverb in his mother-tongue intact for fear of losing its impact, 
or when the speaker does not have the competence to make a literal translation of the 
proverb.  However, in the above quotation, the reader is not certain whether the literal 
translation is the speaker’s or the listener’s or even the writer’s.  What is significant is 
that code-switching comes naturally to bilingual speakers. 
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Code-mixing, is also a natural process where there is familiarity with the 
addressee.  Marie as a Peranakan speaks Baba Malay to Sister Beatrice: 
‘Mana pergi?  So late then come back.  Berapa jam sekarang?’ her querulous 
voice demanded an explanation. 
‘Pergi university lecturer’s party’ Marie replied. 
‘Aa ha, party party tiap-tiap malam party.’  (65) 
 
The rhythm and tone of her mixture of Malay and English captures the long standing 
relationship between them.  Marie, a member of the community of Babas, or the 
Straits Chinese, uses Baba Malay, which is “a Malay patois” (Png Poh-Seng 105).  
Marie recalls one of her grandmother’s advice: “Look girl, she had said, not all the 
same length lah.  Ada jari panjang, ada jari pendek.  Some long some short” (228) 
which illustrates that Marie had grown-up using Baba Malay in her home.  The 
narrator also says Peter, one of the pupils from Marie select group, “was proud of 
being a Chinese although as a Peranakan he spoke no Chinese at all” (58).  Sister 
Beatrice’s native tongue is Spanish, but after having lived years in Singapore, she 
speaks a low variety of Malay with a low variety of English.  This is demonstrated in 
her conversation with another sister. 
‘Aye, aye, mana Marie – Therese?  She not here, she not there,  Hujan sa-kali!  I 
look everywhere for her; dia belum makan,’ the old sister complained as she 
hobbled into the chapel looking for her lost lamb.  (198) 
 
As Talib points out in an article, “Singapore Literature in English” that if “Hujan sa-
kali!” is “intended here” to mean ‘it rains once again’ then she should have used 
‘hujan sekali lagi!’ (282). However since she is speaking a low variety of Malay, the 
word “sekali” becomes “sa-kali.”  This low variety of Malay often corrupts words 
from Malay, because the language is picked up orally rather than learnt from written 
language.  Thus the misuse of “sekali” is the result of not being literate in Malay.  
Since the old Spanish Sister Beatrice’s Malay is basic, the code-mixing comes 
naturally to the old nun, as both Malay and English are equally foreign to her.  This 
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incident illustrates that Bazaar Malay was still the lingua franca in Singapore during 
the sixties.  Code-mixing often took place among the speakers who use a low variety 
of English.  For instance, Sister Gabriel, in her “shrill Tamil voice” says “‘Hey, hey, 
jaga baik-baik, car coming.  Don’t run so fast, why run so fast’” (252).  The narrator 
also says that Sister Gabriel nags in “a torrent of Tamil-English” (252).  Since no 
sample of this speech is given, the reader must assume that Sister Gabriel also uses 
Tamil in her code-mixing. 
The effective use of code-mixing to describe the emotional state, is also 
illustrated in the reaction of Ser Mei’s mother.  Take for instance, in the heightened 
excitement which ensues at the death of the old man: 
‘And push that thing down!  Choy!  Choy!  This bad luck, very bad luck!’  
Mei’s mother moaned as she hurried to and fro about the room.  (95) 
 
She starts with, “Yes, yes, now sprinkle her, sprinkle her with holy water.  Use the 
leaves, use the leaves” (95 – 96).  Her agitation can be heard in the repetition of 
certain phrases.  Then as the mother chants a Buddhist mantra “O Mi Toh Fu, O Mi 
Toh Fu” (96), she switches to Chinese.  This linguistic representation captures the 
emotional state of Ser Mei’s mother who finds the old man dead while raping her 
daughter.  Many speakers of the low variety of English allow code-mixing to take 
place or revert to their mother-tongue under extreme emotional pressure.  This is 
effectively illustrated during the rape scene.  The writer expresses Ser Mei’s thought 
in which the threatening item appears in Cantonese. 
His hand moved upward, rubbing his  
protruding belly – his ‘fook’ – the  
Cantonese would say.  (93) 
 
The narrator is seeing through Ser Mei’s eyes and the word “fook” is Ser Mei’s 
vocabulary.  By doing this, the writer is able to distant the act of rape, stripping it of 
any emotion.  Then the narrator describes the thoughts of the rapist: 
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He could feel himself throbbing. 
In happiness burst into song –  
a bawdy Teochew refrain: 
‘The rider has far to go 
The mare is waiting, 
To be mounted, ho!’  (93) 
 
By narrating the rape in a free verse form and moving from the victim to perpetrator, 
the writer has reduced the emotional intensity of the situation.  But what the writer 
does convey is that, during an intense moment one reverts to one’s mother-tongue; the 
rapist to Teochew, the victim to Cantonese.  This sort of switching under emotional 
pressure illustrates the involuntary nature of code-mixing.  The writer, through the use 
of code-mixing illustrates that dialects are deep seated in the psyche of the speaker.  
Thematically, the role of dialects in Singapore Chinese community is linked with the 
bigger question of national identity. 
 Another strategy that the writer uses is “lexical borrowings” (Talib 143).  
Talib notes that “code-switching should be distinguished from borrowing” for it does 
not involve “the incorporation of aspects of the grammar of the other language” (Talib 
143) like code-switching.  Take for instance the speech of the factory-workers:  
But her friend had eagerly responded with, ‘Better what, can marry.’ 
‘How you know?  As if!  Kay poh only!’ 
‘Can see what!  Everytime come together; go home also together.’ 
‘Now alright what!  In America, now very modern – priests and nuns can marry.  
You people hah, sometimes too narrow minded.’  (177) 
 
This practice of using a low variety of English is common among different dialect 
groups of Chinese who want to interact with each other, especially if their level of 
English education is minimal.  Certain Hokkien words like “Kay poh” often slip into 
their speech, for these words are widely understood by most of the locals.  Here the 
lexical borrowing is not intentional for it is likely they do not know the equivalent 
word in English.  The word “nosy” or “busybody” might not be in their vocabulary, 
so they resort to words from their dialect, which are shared by the other members of 
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the Chinese community.  When the teacher, Mrs Khoo, uses “lengga-lengga” (10) to 
the pupils, training for the national day celebration, after having scolded them for 
poor performance, she does so intentionally: 
‘Stop giggling over there!  Don’t think you were any better – all of you were 
like water buffaloes.  You’re supposed to lengga-lengga and sway gracefully.  
And what were you doing?  Stomping around like elephants!  Now dance properly 
this time.’  (10) 
 
By borrowing this Baba Malay word she hopes to soften the blow on their ego.  The 
tone of voice changes to suit the occasion, making her critical remarks sound more 
friendly. 
The lexical borrowings from Malay like, “Buboh Cha Cha” (42), “pisang raja” 
(42), “kopi susu” (115), “nasi briyani” (123) and the Indian words like “dhoti” (267), 
“kurta” (267) and “yogi” (258) become “the metonym, that part which stands for the 
whole” (Ashcroft et al. 52).  These untranslated words from the major languages in 
the society convey the multilingual nature of Singapore.  Phrases from the different 
Chinese dialects, like “seow-ay” (202), “kong-sa-me” (169), “yiok song” (171), “kia-
su” (117), “char kway tiao” (122), “char siew” (122) and “Jing chau-ah, jing suay ay” 
(209) functions in a similar manner. 
The role of language in a multi-racial society has political dimensions.  A 
Chinese using English to communicate with another Chinese can be regarded as 
offensive, especially by a Chinese-speaking person who has only a low level of 
English education.  Take, for instance, when Yean is unable to understand the 
Hokkien used by the bus conductor:  
‘Ang Mo Kau ah!  Deng Lang buay hiau kong deng lang wuay!  Chinese not 
know how to speak Chinese,’ he shouted in English translation to the bus driver 
for the benefit of students who’d not understand otherwise. 
The bus driver laughed good-humouredly and answered him in Cantonese: 
‘Chap choong!  These people!  These fat fat yau can only say I see, you see, I no 
see.  Forgotten ancestors already.  Study ang mo, speak ang mo, act like ang mo,’ 
and he guffawed at the stupidity of such English-educated Chinese.  (169 – 170) 
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The repeated use of the Hokkien word “ang mo” is crucial in the impact the bus driver 
and the conductor want to make.  Even if the rest of the Chinese dialect words are not 
understood by the passengers, most of them would know what “ang mo” means.  It is 
interesting to note that the Hokkien word is borrowed by the Cantonese and the 
Mandarin speakers.  This code-switching to Hokkien and Cantonese with a low 
variety of English, is done deliberately to embarrass the English educated who are 
unable to speak any of the Chinese dialects.   
The political dimension in the use of language become obvious as the 
narrative unfolds.  When Peter declares that demonstrations are “unChinese”, Mak 
reminds him thus: 
‘All of you, hah, have forgotten the May 4th Movement in China.  Didn’t the 
Chinese demonstrate then?  Who are you with names like Peter and Ken to 
determine what is Chinese or not?  You can’t even speak Chinese!’  (206) 
 
Later Ken asserts to the rest of their group after Mak, Hans and Marie had left: 
‘He thinks he’s local because he can speak Mandarin but I’m more local than he 
is, I speak Malay. And if we want to talk of a South-East Asia we’re in a Malay-
speaking world aren’t we?’  (206) 
 
The tension between the Mandarin-educated Chinese and English-educated Chinese is 
thus overtly expressed here and linked to the underlying theme in the novel – national 
identity.  After four years of independence, Singapore’s need to establish its national 
identity is foregrounded in the accusation and the assertion.  As Shirley Geok-lin Lim 
points out in her book, Against the Grain, the novel Rice Bowl “attempts to represent 
a totality of Singaporean society.  It moves beyond the single communal entity to 
question the what and why of an evolving national identity” (146) of a multilingual 
country which has chosen English as the first language.  
The main characters Marie, Paul and Yean represent the English-educated 
elite.  As all the three come from middle-class homes and are well-educated in 
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English, the narrator can use Standard English without distorting reality in their 
interior monologues.  However, when the narrator slips into the mind of the character 
Ser Mei, the situation becomes a little more complex.  As an English-educated 
Chinese, she thinks in English, but her family background differs from the others, like 
Yean and Paul.  For instance the speech of Ser Mei’s mother which she hears in her 
mind is given in italics.  Since “her mother’s shrill pleading Cantonese” (63) is only 
heard by Ser Mei, the reader must assume that it is a vernacular transcription.  The 
transcription sounds like mimetic translation: “My heaven ah show some justice ah, 
see my white hair see and show pity ahhhh!” (90).  However, phrases like, “Ya, you 
think you so high class” (88), “I born you” (88) and “I know he old-lah” (63) sounds 
like a low variety of English.  The events during the rape become really problematic, 
because it is through Ser Mei’s consciousness that the narrator relates the dialogue 
among her mother’s friends.  Since there is no signalling to the conversation that Ser 
Mei recalls of her mother talking to her friends, while she lies in bed with her “arms 
and legs” “tied to the four corners of the bed with strands of velvet for good luck”, the 
reader must assume that it is in a low variety of English.   
‘Rich but so stingy lah!’ 
‘Why in Saigon or Hongkong, price not so high, only one tenth this; so cheap over 
there; those girls cheap like dirt.’ 
‘Ah then no guarantee’, smiled another of her mother’s friends. 
‘They all say they young and innocent; they all say they real chicks; where got? 
Most of them old hens lah!’  (91) 
 
The use of “lah” and phrases like “they all” and “where got” are typical of the low 
variety of English used for communication between the Chinese of different dialect 
groups with minimal English education.  What actually happens is that the speaker 
thinks in her own dialect, and translates it into English words.  This mimetic 
translation takes place in the head and is very unlike the Singapore-Malayan English 
where the speakers who have been schooled in English use it with modifications.  
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Those who do this without the knowledge of the grammatical structure of the English 
language do so having acquired the understanding of English words.  Such a 
polyglossic situation, where a Singaporean speaks his or her own dialect and a low 
variety of English, was very common in the sixties. 
The narrative, which is set in the late sixties before Singapore became 
effectively bilingual, portrays an era, when dialects were widely used for 
communication within dialect groups.  Singapore society is “heterogeneous in ethnic 
and linguistic composition” (Kuo 116).  However, it would also, “be more appropriate 
to speak of multilingualism and polyglossia, as many Singaporeans possess a verbal 
repertoire containing more than two speech varieties” (Platt 64).  Hence the 
knowledge of dialects or the lack of it had serious political implications as Marie, the 
activist discovers.  The narrator points out that “Marie needed help.  She had yet to 
master the intricacies of the Chinese dialects to communicate easily with hawkers and 
taxi-drivers” (122). 
 The main difference between Marie and Mak is their linguistic background.  
During the workers and students meeting Mak is able to communicate easily with the 
workers.  Yean marvels: “Mak could get people to speak out” (210).  It is his ability 
to speak the low variety of English and his knowledge of the dialects that makes this 
possible.  He says, ‘“They pay, hah, low wages and earn high profits, get cheap 
housing and want everything hygienic’” (208 – 209).  In response one of the workers 
reply in “Hokkien”.  A vernacular transcription is given by the narrator.  This inspires 
other workers to respond in the low variety of English: ‘“Wah-lau these people now 
hah, act tough only and got no heart”’ (209).  Although it is Mak’s ability to use the 
dialects and the low variety of English that makes him a natural leader among the 
workers, it is his ability to speak Mandarin that gives him an added power which 
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Marie’s lacks.  Mak speaks the language of the worker, and during a demonstration 
outside the U.S embassy, this linguistic power is dramatised. 
She hoped this large crowd would obey her instructions and remain orderly.  
She handed the megaphone back to Mak.  She could not speak Mandarin, but she 
told him what to say. 
Mak gave a long rousing speech in Mandarin and then he barked into the 
megaphone. 
‘Alright, you people, link hands and don’t give way.  Just move on no matter 
what happens!’ 
         ‘Nothing will happen.  What will happen? Mak!’ 
‘Don’t worry.  Good to prepare for the worst,’ Mak answered cheerily as he 
hurried off with the crowd.  (220) 
 
The peaceful demonstration Marie organizes with Mak, to protest against the war in 
Vietnam, turns ugly and spins out of her control.  Thus Marie’s inability to 
communicate with the people at the grassroots brings about her exile from Singapore.  
Though Marie tries to communicate with the factory workers by using a low variety 
of English, it is Mak who is able to reach out to them, because he is able to use both 
Mandarin and the low variety of English.  This incident not only illustrates the 
importance of Mandarin in Singapore but also becomes the climatic moment when the 
English-educated Marie realizes that she is actually part of a minority in Singapore.  
Earlier on in the narrative, one of Marie pupils, “the true-blue Peranakan” (59) point 
out that they “don’t even know their lingo” (235).  The narrative reveals the important 
fact that any Straits Chinese who is unable to speak Mandarin or the dialects will be a 
minority in Singapore. 
Marie is also forced to reassess her capabilities.  She thinks that “her forte” is 
“an almost instinctive response to the needs of others” (28) and has great faith in her 
ability to touch and influence her pupils, for she believes she has the gift of 
communication.  However the suicide of Ser Mei, one of her select group of pupils, 
opens her eyes to the fact that it is not only linguistic background but also social 
background that impedes communication.  Marie finds herself alienated by the 
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superstition surrounding the funeral rites, both because of her linguistic limitation and 
her social status.  Marie’s middle-class background insulates her from the 
environment of girls like Ser Mei whose mother prostitutes herself for a living and 
willingly sells her daughter’s virginity for fifty-thousand dollars.  Shocked by the 
revelations at the death house in Chinatown, Marie searches her soul to understand 
her failure to communicate with Ser Mei: 
What had gone wrong?  Where had she failed?  Why hadn’t Ser Mei consulted 
her?  Hadn’t she done her best to draw Mei out of her shell? …. Why didn’t Ser 
Mei confide in her?  Hadn’t she always encouraged her to do so?  She felt 
betrayed.  Ser Mei had chosen to confide in Yean.  Ser Mei had held back while 
she, Marie, had reached out and now, even after her death Marie still felt exposed 
and vulnerable.  Her invitation had been rejected, but so silently that she had 
failed to sense it; interpreting it instead as hesitation, shyness and timidity.  (107 – 
109) 
 
Misreading Ser Mei is a blow to her ego.  The series of questions reflect Marie’s 
egoistical nature, for she has strongly believed in her ability to communicate with 
people. 
The writer, thus, creates a gap between what she believes she is capable of and her 
actual ability. 
Although Marie speaks Standard English most of the time, a feature of 
Singapore-Malayan English which is used by Hans creeps into her speech as the 
narrative develops: 
When the singing stopped Hans began, ‘December is the season of vulnerability, 
not the month of good cheer as the commercials would have us believe.  It is a 
month of pretence and defence.  Sorry to disappoint you lah!’  He imitated the 
students who looked at him uncomfortably.  (71) 
 
His growing influence on Marie is effectively dramatised as she uses the word “lah” 
which never surfaced in her speech before her involvement with Hans. 
‘Ya, ya, ya, Sis, how do we act when he turns up?’ 
‘Act normal lah’. 
‘But isn’t it difficult to act normal now?  Won’t they be watching us?’ asked 
Aileen a little anxiously. 
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‘Why should that bother us?  We aren’t doing anything wrong.  Why should we 
let that intimidate us?  Meet as usual and next time just get a permit lah and they 
can’t accuse us of breaking the law.’  (243) 
 
Marie uses the word “lah” intentionally unlike the “lah” that is heard in the dialogue 
among Ser Mei’s mother’s friends.  Here the “lah” is used to give a deliberate ironical 
twist to what is being said.  However, Marie’s use of the word shows her vulnerability 
as the word “lah” is “sub-standard”. But “it is frequently used by educated speakers of 
English in very informal discourse with friends and even jocularly, on more formal 
occasions” (Tongue 115).  Marie’s use of sub-standard English is definitely an 
attempt to identify herself with the workers and her students. 
It is through the thoughts of Yean, one of the most loyal of Marie’s select 
group of pupils, that the reader is shown Marie’s ideology.  Paul’s pronouncement, 
“Marie celebrates the greatness of the great individual – herself” (261), is 
remembered by Yean when she becomes disillusioned.  However, Paul’s ideological 
position differs from Marie’s.  Paul, the Harvard-trained elitist, an antithesis of Marie, 
is a typical Singaporean.  He is summed up as the “numbered Singaporean slaving for 
4 wheels, 3 rooms, 2 kids and 1 wife”.  But Paul sees himself as a member of a “small 
nation” who cannot afford “defiance, rebellion and constant questioning of the 
government policies”.  Marie, who constructs an individualist version of Singapore 
identity, clashes with Paul’s ideological position.  Although, once as students they 
were linked in their aspirations, as the novel unfolds their ideological positions take 
them to opposing paths.  The dialogue between Marie and Paul, in an exclusive club 
before their final break-up, is in a high variety of English. 
‘You’re playing with fire.  You want power and you don’t even realise it.  You 
and the students will be burnt.  Our authorities are not yet that tolerant.’ 
Angered by Paul’s ominous warning Sis launched into her favourite diatribe 
against the government.  ‘You and your kind are full of contradictions!  You want 
a people who are intelligent, critical and analytical, discriminating blah, blah, blah 
and then you say, that’s enough don’t rock the boat.  Any false move and we sink.  
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Enemies are lurking in the corners ready to jump on us and jealous foreign powers 
will exploit us. This is rule by fear, Paul.  This garrison mentality will soon rob us 
of our vitality.  We build our walls higher and higher, eating our rice in fear.  
Don’t you think that one day we will choke?’  (149) 
 
In this dialogue, the effective use of images and metaphorical language display their 
command of the English language.  Both Paul and Marie, having had the benefit of a 
good education in English and coming from homes where English is spoken by 
educated parents, are pitted against each other.  They represent the tension within the 
English-educated, the liberal against the pragmatic. 
Marie’s individuality is dramatised at her wedding with Hans, when both bride 
and groom dance into the church, breaking all rules of tradition.  They are clad in 
“dhoti” and “kurta” as they dance up the aisle.  It is through Paul’s eyes that the 
narrator describes the wedding.  Paul’s thoughts give a critical commentary of the 
spectacle. 
Showy!  Beige and gold!  How ridiculous Hans looked in his dhoti!  An 
American in Indian garb!  Nothing will change the paleness of his skin though, 
Paul thought, as he straightened his back and folded his arms a little more tightly 
across his chest.  (267) 
 
As Shirley Geok-lin Lim points out that the narrative “constructs and subverts 
simultaneously both ideological positions” (147), Paul’s pragmatism and Marie’s 
idealism.  This is clearly seen at the end of the novel where the reader is left with the 
thoughts of Paul. 
That gracious smile had repelled him.  It belonged to the world of Hollywood 
and cheap politics.  It was the kind of gracious smile which First Ladies used to 
woo their public and within it he could no longer find the artlessly idealistic girl-
woman he had once loved.  (274) 
 
But this reflection is juxtaposed with his thoughts at the club when he overhears two 
rich women talk, “flashing diamonds.” 
He thought of what Marie had said of such women – they are the products of 
your economic system which inevitably creates such nouveau riche vulgarity.  He 
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could no longer relax in it.  It did have this air of consciously created class; of 
separating the few from many.  So Marie was right.  (275) 
 
However, Paul refuses to concede to Marie’s vision of what a Singaporean should be.  
The novel ends without resolving the position of identity.  What the novel does do is 
to dramatize “Marie’s manipulation of her students and Paul’s pragmatic sacrifice of 
individual, subjective concerns for state goals” as “inadequate definitions of national 
identity” (Lim Geok-lin 147).  Although the novel does not define Singapore national 
identity, it does provide an insight into the polyglossic structure of Singapore.  Thus 
the complexity facing the evolution of Singapore national identity is made clear. 
What the novel portrays is the political tensions in Singapore among the 
Chinese in the formative years of its nationhood.  Using an historical event when a 
Chinese Catholic novitiate nun, who became an activist during her undergraduate 
days in 1969 at the University of Singapore, married an European activist stationed in 
Singapore and was then expelled with her husband for their political activities, the 
writer represents the complex make-up of the Chinese community in Singapore in the 
sixties.  Through the effective use of code-switching and code-mixing, the writer 
dramatizes the linguistic tensions between the English-educated Chinese and the 
Mandarin-educated Chinese while lexical borrowings from Malay, Indian and 
Chinese languages construct the multilingual background.  The Rice Bowl does 
represent Singapore as a living mix of varied and opposing voices.  The authorial 
voice that represents the speaking person carries on in Standard English which 
penetrates into the interior of the polyglossic situation in Singapore where English 




It is through the stylization of the voices of the characters in A Candle or the 
Sun (1991) that Gopal Baratham parodies certain linguistic features of Singapore 
English.  For this purpose, the writer has created a first-person narrator in the 
character of Hernando Perera, who is sensitive to language.  The narrator’s command 
of English plays a significant role in developing the theme of betrayal at one level, 
and at another level, the dynamics of writing fiction, which become interwoven as the 
narrative unfolds.  The first-person narrator provides the writer an opportunity to 
represent the varieties of English spoken in Singapore.  The narrator’s role as a writer 
of short stories enables him to differentiate the subtle shifts in the speech of the 
people around him.  Thus he is able to convey his ironic perspective of how English is 
spoken in a multilingual Singapore.   
Like Lee Kok Liang, it is through the, “Language variance, with its 
synecdochic function” (Ashcroft et al. 59) however, that the writer evokes the 
multilingual environment.  For instance the allusion to “Pantai Cinta Brahi” (41) 
evokes the beach in Kelantan, a state in Malaysia.  This allusion to the Malay 
language is reinforced by the use of the word “tuan” (8).  The phrase “Kannya 
Kumari” (92) is a reference to an Indian beach at the tip of the sub-continent.  The 
Sanskrit words “yoga” (88), the yoga poses, “prarayana” (88) and “vrksasana” (92) 
and words like “karma” (121) and “kismet” (121) reinforces the presence of Indian 
languages.  Words like “alaga” (91) and “rajah” (91) evoke the Tamil language.  
Likewise the writer alludes to “Tai Chi” (94) to evoke the Chinese language.  These 
allusions perform the synecdochic function of registering that the narrative is taking 
place in a multilingual environment. 
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The writer is able to parody the English spoken in a multilingual environment 
because the narrator’s home provides the background for developing the skills needed 
for such perception.  The speech of Hernando’s father, a retired school teacher with 
scattered phrases like “all the tea in China” (34), “so run along now” (34), “it simply 
isn’t cricket” (34), “old chap” (34) and “don’t get your tail feathers ruffled” (34) 
reveal that he has grown up with the British education system.  Hernando sees his 
father as “a long-winded, somewhat pedantic phoney, forever adopting poses, 
working from a book of rules he neither fully believed in nor had read too carefully” 
(190).  His mother Clara, a housewife, speaks in a similar manner.  However Clara’s 
speech is stylized with stock phrase like “right as rain” (14) and “surprises are the 
sweeter for being so” (141).  The son is conscious of Clara’s romantic turn of mind, 
which makes her slip in and out of an imaginary world in moments of crisis, where 
she sees herself as a romantic heroine.  Thus the son concludes that his parents, 
having lived through “the spell of the films and music of the 1950’s” (14), are posers.  
However, the fact that his parents speak Standard English provides a background 
where the narrator grows up using Standard English.  Unlike his parents, the narrator 
not only speaks in Standard English, but also uses metaphorical language creatively.  
Juxtaposed against his use of the metaphorical language is the speech of Sylvie, his 
wife.  The writer uses mixed metaphors to stylize her speech.  However, the 
peculiarity does not just lie in their absurdity, but also in the fact that the speaker 
remains unaware that there is anything illogical in the comparison.  Here is an 
example: 
   “You know what doctors are, Hern,” said Sylvie softly.  “They punch a hole in 
your boat and watch you sinking as your confidence runs out.” 
   “With no straw to clutch on to,” I said, laughingly, elaborating on her already 
incomprehensible metaphor.  (13) 
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Although her husband, Hernando, views this singularity in her speech with good 
humour, it reveals Sylvie’s lack of perceptiveness.   
 Hernando uses his pastime of writing short stories to come to terms with 
events that take place in his life.  The conflict in the narrator’s value judgments hence 
enters the novel primarily through the short stories he composes.  Hernando’s first 
short story ‘Kissful of Tears’ (28), which is the direct result of Hernando’s feeling 
betrayed by Su May, the girl he is having an affair with, mimics the biblical betrayal 
by Judas very closely.  Bakhtin claims a novelist draws from his consciousness 
whatever he needs, “for the orchestration of his themes and for the refracted (indirect) 
expression of his intentions and values” (Bakhtin, 292).  This is borne out in 
Hernando’s thoughts as he lies in bed with his wife. 
   It was Mrs Ong who first told me of a darkened garden and the kiss of betrayal.  
Hers had been a simple, if uncharitable, tale.  Perhaps there were more generous 
ways of considering the goings-on in Gethsemane.  I began thinking of them.  To 
lull myself to sleep, I arranged my thoughts into a story.  My tale was more about 
love than deceit, a love so intense it could only find expression in tears.  (27) 
 
Thus the archetypal story of betrayal that Hernando hears as a youth becomes the 
framework for his first short story of betrayal in the novel.   
 Hernando’s second short story is a result of a different kind of betrayal, which 
takes place at Benson’s, a fictitious departmental store in Singapore where Ahmad, 
his assistant, speaks in a low variety of Singapore English: 
   It was Ahmad who drew my attention to her.  “That girl, Mr Perera,” he said.  
“No good, I think.” 
   I had worked with Ahmad long enough to trust his intuition, and asked, “which 
one, Ahmad?” 
   “There, Mr Perera,” he said, indicating the corner that housed the Christmas 
tableau.  “Three times she come today.  Yesterday evening also.”  He lowered his 
voice, “Always look at you, Mr Perera.”  (20 – 21)  
 
The syntactic structure in, “No good, I think” (20), “Three times she come today” (21) 
and “Yesterday evening also” (21) is a common feature of Singapore English where 
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focusing is achieved by “changing the order of constituents” (Platt and Weber 74).  
The omission of the subject in “Always look at you” (21) is another noticeable 
linguistic feature in Singapore English.  When Ahmad says, “Just look-look, then go 
away” (21), the duplication of the word “look” is an imitation of a linguistic feature of 
the Malay language.  When Ahmad says, “you want something, sir?” (123) with a 
inflexion of a question without a question marker, his speech fits the description of 
the low variety of English.  Likewise Ah Cheong, the male nurse, in the final short 
story of betrayal uses a low variety of English: “Memory gone.  Old age … Thank 
goodness. God is great.  No ambush” (176).  And Peng, another character, also speaks 
in this variety of English: “Armed escort” (174) and “Times?” (174). Clipped speech 
like these, with no articles or verbs or prepositions, is common among those who 
speak English as second language.  Amat, Cornelius’ driver also speaks in this low 
variety of English: “See this side, sir” (169) and “Outside all fine, sir” (170).  His 
speech stands in contrast to Cornelius’ Standard English. 
    One way to demonstrate an appropriated english is to contrast it with another 
still tied to the imperial centre.  This contrast very often stands as a direct 
indication of the extent to which post-colonial writers have succeeded in 
constituting their sense of a different place.  (Ashcroft et al. 59) 
 
Baratham, by using this strategy is able to convey the kind of English spoken by those 
who use the low variety of English.   
 The speech of the general manager of Benson’s, Chuang, who is the product 
of a Chinese-medium school, is stylized with “sing song tones” (44).  This is the 
syllable timed rhythm that Platt & Weber point out as a linguistic feature of Singapore 
English (57).  Phrases like “Just gazing to and fro” (113), and “a bundle of twigs 
getting knotted is strong as log of wood” (45), show Chuang’s tendency to mix 
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idiomatic expressions.  The omission of the indefinite article is also a linguistic 
feature of Singapore English (Platt & Weber 70). 
   “Ah, already you are impatient to start.  Highly positive, highly positive.  But be 
patience, my friend, which the Chinese poets say is the parent virtue.”  He patted 
my shoulder.  “Next week meeting,” he proclaimed as he left.  (46) 
 
The absence of the verb “to be” in the phrases “Highly positive” and in “Next week 
meeting” is also a common linguistic feature (Platt & Weber 62) in Singapore English.  
However, Chuang’s misuse of “patience” for “patient” could be because his 
knowledge of English is limited, that is, he does not know the difference between the 
use of a noun and an adjective.  When Chuang says, “You getting my points” (6), the 
writer parodies the misuse of the pural form in Singlish. Hence Kanaganayakam’s 
statement about the novel: “Remarkable in its absence is the use of Singlish, despite 
its currency, its vitality and its natural syncretism” (79) becomes debatable because 
the definition of Singlish is itself rather problematic.  Singapore English is seen as 
having, “a considerable variation from the more prestigious variety of SE, the acrolect, 
through mesolects down to the basilectal sub-variety” (Platt and Weber 47).  In my 
analyses of Ahmad’s and Chuang’s speech, what is obvious is that the basilectal level 
of Singapore English which is Singlish (Tan, World Englishes, 361), is present in the 
novel. 
The voice of Rex Zhu, a Hong Kong Chinese with a diploma in business from 
America, which shakes Hernando out of his illusory world, is also stylised.  Rex’s 
robotic use of the English language not only hammers home the fact that Hernando’s 
world in Benson’s is facing a major upheaval, but it also parodies the mechanical use 
of English. 
   “Van one,” Rex said, hitting the corner of the table with the side of his hand, 
“market research unnecessary.” 
   “Van?” I asked. 
   “Advantage,” he explained, spinning round to glint at me.  “Van two,” he 
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continued, striking the table twice, “sales promotion conceptually uncomplicated.  
Van three, only minimal personnel training required.  Neat.”  He clapped his 
hands several times and bowed in several directions, simultaneously the applauder 
and the applauded. 
   Chuang, who had been dumbfounded by all this, asked, “And Chinese antiques, 
Mr Zhu?” 
   “Error, error,” said Rex in a flat computer voice.  “Correction, correction,” he 
continued, smiling blandly.  “Van four.  Cultural preferences identified and easily 
accommodated.”  (63) 
 
In this dialogue, the reader notices the tendency to abbreviate.  The reader also hears 
this sort of abbreviation when Hernando visits the Children of the Book.  A friend of 
Su May’s says, “Not poss” (24), meaning not possible.  This is one of the linguistic 
features of Singapore English pointed out by Platt and Weber (97).  However, when 
the writer uses the word “Van” for “advantage”, he is parodying the kind of 
abbreviation that is common in Singapore English, instead of representing a common 
usage.  The mechanical brusque voice of Rex Zhu is definitely stylized.  Although 
Rex’s use of the lexical items is sophisticated, his speech lacks subtle nuances.  Thus, 
the writer parodies the mechanical use of language.  Inherent in such a speech is the 
element of ridicule, which the narrator is conscious of, but both Rex and Chuang are 
unaware of, as they are second language learners of the English language.  Take for 
instance the following incident: 
   A waiter plonked three ice-creams in front of us.  Rex turned, half-rising as he 
did, and seized the man by the arm. 
   “Low-cal?” he snarled. 
   “No, sir.  No sir,” said the man, almost dropping the tray in his alarm.  “One 
hundred per cent full-cream imported American, sir.”  (63) 
 
The waiter is unable to understand Rex, as his question is incorrectly formulated and 
he is using a common American abbreviation which does not have much currency 
outside America.  The situational irony is created not only because Rex is unable to 
use interrogative syntax, but also, because he does not use the question tag that is 
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necessary to make his meaning clear.  If Rex had phrased his question as “It is low-cal, 
isn’t it?” or “Is it low-cal?” the response from the waiter would have been different. 
Similar to the mechanical use of the language of business, is the use of 
medical jargon by the Doctor.  He uses medical terms to avoid giving a direct 
statement about the medical condition of Hernando’s father: 
   My mother, looking confused and frightened, asked:  “What does all this mean, 
Doctor?” 
   “Cytotoxics,” he said, looking sternly at her.  “With the presence of metastases 
in the liver and cervical lymph modes,” he glanced at Sylvie and me as though 
daring us to challenge him, “metastases proven by biopsy, mind you, there is 
certainly no place for radical surgery or radiotherapy.”  (47) 
 
What is demonstrated here is that, the use of jargon can be equally mechanical, 
leaving no room for compassion for the listener.  It is in itself a betrayal of the trust 
placed on the doctor. 
In contrast to this sort of mechanical use of language is Hernando’s 
metaphorical language: 
   Sitting at my desk, I avoided catching their eye as they pottered about and 
strangely, they too seemed intent on avoiding mine.  I was reminded of the times I 
have been invited to select the fish for dinner in Chinese restaurants that keep their 
stocks swimming about in large glass tanks for patrons to inspect.  On such 
occasions both fish and I seemed to avoid each other’s eyes.  (64) 
 
The narrator uses an analogy to explain his feelings about the possible termination of 
the jobs of salesgirls, because of the changes Rex Zhu is planning to introduce at 
Benson’s.  The figural language is developed to imply the betrayal of those who work 
under him: 
   No. Ahmad and the girls would never manage even if I succeeded in persuading 
Chuang to keep them on.  But why should that worry me?  After all, distasteful as 
I found the choosing, I had never refused the fish when it was fairly cooked and 
served.  (64) 
 
The narrator’s ability to develop the imagery of the sacrificial fish shows his 
imaginative mind.  However, when Hernando discovers that he, too, would be made 
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redundant at his workplace by the changes made by Rex Zhu, he rings up his friend 
Samson, and accepts a job which would prostitute his writing: 
   Words were more to me than a part of my body which I could put up for hire 
and from which I could be temporarily dissociated.  They were the instruments 
with which I explored the world, my organs for tasting and testing it, smelling and 
sounding it, palpating and plumbing it.  With them I sensed the world and grasped 
it.  They were my antennae and my tentacles.  (85 – 86) 
 
In spite of realising that writing is extremely personal, he takes one of his short stories, 
‘Double Exposure’, to Samson’s apartment, as a sample of his capability in writing.  
Hernando discovers to his horror that even a highly literate person like Samson can 
misunderstand his metaphorical language:  
   I had accepted that I had to get used to Sam’s ways, even when I disapproved of 
them.  I had steeled myself to the idea of my work being misinterpreted and 
misused.  But I had not prepared myself for total incomprehension.  (98 – 99) 
 
The second short story depicts a kind of betrayal where one exposes oneself to the 
public.  The physical exposure is when Lu Shan does her yoga in her balcony wearing 
her leotards and practises the different poses for all her neighbours to see.  The mental 
exposure takes place during her telephone conversations to Alagrajah, a stranger to 
whom she reveals her innermost thoughts.  As a photographic film that gets a double 
exposure is ruined, Lu Shan and Alagrajah lose interest in each other after their first 
meeting.  However, Samson after reading the story sums it up as “Peeping Toms don’t 
get girls” (98).  Not only does Samson miss the metaphorical meaning of “double 
exposure” as it is used in the story, but he also criticises it, indicating to Hernando that 
he plans to control his future writing: 
   “Remember, Hern, I said we wanted you to punch through a real mean message 
and, sure as truth hurts yore arse this” – he flipped quickly back to the title page – 
“this ‘Double Exposure’ of yours just ain’t sharp enough.  I hear you, man.  I sure 
do, but Sammy’s a literary freak, baby.  A word wallah, a dicto prickto.”  He took 
a large swallow of whisky.  “Now, your man-in-the-street,” he laughed and drank 
more whisky, “your Mr Low Ai Kew, he won’t get it.  He needs it single 
wavelength and laser bright.  No double-talk, no double-think.  Like no allusions 
man.”  (98) 
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Hernando realises that Samson not only wants writing that is devoid of metaphorical 
language, but he also wants to dictate and censor what Hernando writes, for Samson 
points out the politically incorrect bits in the fiction, and suggests that the title be 
changed.   
 Hernando recognises that he is prostituting his talent for writing, just as Anuita, 
Samson’s secretary, prostitutes her body.  Anuita’s speech which is occasionally 
stylized reveals her to be matter-of-fact and direct.  Anuita spells out what is expected 
from Hernando: “Samson needs someone who can churn out words.  You can” (105).  
And it is through Anuita that Hernando understands the hidden agenda in his 
promised job: 
   “The people want streetpapers, the government will give them streetpapers.  
Ours.”  
   “Aren’t you going to try and find who’s behind it all?” 
   “In due course,” she said […..] 
   “Samson’s in charge.  And you know Samson.  If he can’t get the real culprits, 
he’ll find substitutes.” 
   “Substitutes?” I asked, my voice rising. “What d’you mean by substitutes?’ 
  “Scapegoats,” she said, her face bland.  “People we’ve wanted to get for a long 
time.” 
“Innocent people?” 
   “Sure.  At least, innocent of producing streetpapers, but maybe guilty of other 
things.”  (105) 
 
Thus the theme of writing and the theme of betrayal become interwoven.  Although 
Anuita speaks in Standard English, she lapses into stereotypically African-American 
slang when she is ironical.  A good example is when she says “In which sand dune 
you bin hidin’ youre head, honey-chile?” (104). Here the writer parodies the growing 
influence of American English. 
The individualised voice of Samson remains consistent throughout the novel, 
as the writer has stylized his speech by assigning a consistent type of semantic 
structure to his character.  Baratham is therefore, able to convey not only the sequence 
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of a character’s thoughts, but also, the implicit structure and quality of his outlook.  
According to the narrator, Samson adopts “the idiom and accent of a disc jockey” (16) 
and uses it to disguise “the intentions of his words” (17) and “the nastier these were 
the more colourful did his affection become” (17).  Phrases like, “Nail your sweet-
moving tail” (107) and “just a simple-as-a-pimple messenger-girl” (102) are some 
examples of the kind of inventive language Samson uses.  The writer uses Samson’s 
speech to parody the voice made popular by the media, television and movies.  He 
uses words like “humdingeroo” (16), “geddit” (18), “gotta” (16), “kindda crap” (107) 
and “stinkeroo” (107).  However, when Samson consumes whisky, his speech 
becomes increasingly coarse and crude.  What this reveals is his latent brutality.  The 
rude images, which are conveyed with colourful adjectives, hide his potential for 
ruthlessness: 
   “You’ll get all the phoney Tonys who yack about press freedom, individual’s 
rights and all that crap swinging in.  There’ll be yobos yelling for independent 
trade unions, lecherous lizzies bending arse-over-tit screeching women’s lib, 
punks who don’t know what sex they are let alone the colour of their hair 
knocking our fighting defence policy.  We just have to let one little crack appear, 
boyyo, and the castle comes a tumblin’ down.”  (107) 
 
Samson’s fondness for alliteration takes out some of the crudeness of his speech, and 
his creative use of the English language makes him appear less gross than he is.  
Hence when Samson spells out what Hernando has to do, he does it through the 
jargon of a disc jockey: 
   “Right.  Sammy wants you to jive with the group, so mammy’s boy will guide 
your feet, to the beat.  Here’s like it is.  Maybe you know some big guy, some 
ride-over-em-all dude in Benson’s who’s talking ungovernment stuff, some Mr 
Big who thinks he should be given a crack at the wheel, like.  Now –” 
   “But the top-brass of Benson’s don’t confide in me, Sam.  They don’t talk 
politics to me …” 
   “There you trip again, fall on your arse faster than a whore on heat,” he said, 
shaking his head.  “You gotta get it out of them, man, sweat for it.  You gotta to 
tickle ‘em to talk, Hernie baby.  You find this cat, who don’t like us, this big 
smasheroo who thinks he can do better, like, come the elections, then you scratch 
up the dirt about him ….  (108) 
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The above passage reveals the manipulative voice of Samson.  By listening to the 
rhythm of the above dialogue the reader hears two distinct personalities conversing.  
A flow of sympathy for Hernando, who is again betrayed by a friend, is thus created.  
The voices of Rex Zhu, Anuita and Samson become dialogic as the authorial intention 
is to reveal the insidious influence of the Americanism on spoken English in 
Singapore.   
 The writer parodies the written English through the streetpapers.  One of the 
basic types of compositional-stylistic unities, into which the novelistic whole breaks 
down, according to Bakhtin, is the “stylization of the various forms of semiliterary 
(written) everyday narration (the letter, the diary, etc)” (262).  The streetpaper falls 
into this category: 
   Ask yourself why this streetpaper is necessary.  Because, my friend, our masters 
control every newspaper and every magazine on this, our wonderful island 
paradise.  And every movie, TV show and tape-recording is censored before it 
gets to you. […]  Because, my friend, you are a man, not a dog.  And men must be 
free to talk, to write, to contact other men, to organise themselves into groups.  
Groups they choose themselves, not groups ordained by our masters like the 
Peoples Consultative Committees and other Residents Committees.  Men who are 
not free to do this are no more than animals.  (56) 
 
The manner in which this streetpaper is worded is contrasted with the second 
streetpaper: 
   Where do guys go when they finish school?  NS, National Service.  Nasty 
Shithole.  And what happens there?  Maybe you guys in school still don’t know.  
You get tortured, man; yeah, and buggered.  True fella, you get raped by the tough 
boys.  (69) 
 
It is the tone in the second streetpaper which is vastly different.  Using the language 
of reasoning, the writer of the first streetpaper explains the need for freedom of 
speech. The second streetpaper on the other hand, capitalizes on the fears of male 
school leavers.  However, both are manipulative and have hidden agendas.  These 
streetpapers are juxtaposed against a piece of Samson’s writing: 
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   The heat of revolution moved our leaders.  Hot they were against colonialists, 
communists, communalists, chauvinists, conservationists.  Yes, how hot they were.  
No housing estates then.  Just slums.  Slums, everywhere you turned.  Slums.  
Dark huts. No electricity.  No water.  Children living like pigs.  With pigs.  No 
running water.  Just filth.  (110) 
 
The single words and short sentences are ejaculations which build an exaggerated 
picture that distorts reality.  Here the manipulation is more blatant.  The tone of 
propaganda, however, does not impress Hernando, as he finds it monotonous.  He 
feels that the voice in the second streetpaper is offensive, unlike the first streetpaper 
which impresses him because of its logic and its figurative language.  Seduced by the 
language of the first streetpaper, the protagonist is unable to see its hidden agenda.   
The speech of Peter, the leader of a clandestine religious organisation called 
the Children of the Book, to which Su-May belongs, is stylized differently from the 
other characters.  During a telephone conversation with Peter, Hernando hears Peter 
Yu pausing in the wrong places.  This linguistic feature pointed out by Platt and 
Weber in Singapore English, “is an apparent break between words, producing the 
overall staccato effect” (59) is used to stylize his speech.  But when he meets Peter, 
Hernando does not find the break between the words disturbing. 
   I looked up from my coffee, smiling.  I understood why Peter’s speech seemed 
so wonderfully fluid.  As he talked, he pre-empted or embellished words with 
facial expressions, and hand and body movements.  Watching him speak I was 
unaware of interruptions, for he filled them with gestures that added to his 
meaning.  (77) 
 
Thus Peter is portrayed sympathetically although he speaks English with a staccato 
rhythm: 
   “Fear is a strange and mysterious thing,” he said.  “To begin with, it’s dazzling, 
painfully bright.  A fierce and unavoidable force.  Then we grow used to it, make 
ourselves excuses and find room for it in the secret places of our lives.  Yes,” he 
said, chin raised for an audience that was yet to be his, “we are indeed a flexible 
and accommodating people.  We swallow our pride, we swallow our self-respect 
not with difficulty, not as though it were broken glass, but smoothly, like shark’s-
fin soup.”  (133 – 134) 
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Peter’s speech stands in contrast to Su-May’s speech.  Though she speaks 
grammatically correct sentences, she uses a number of linguistic features that are 
common in Singapore English.  This can be noted in the syntax of her speech.  
Phrases like “so difficult like this, Hern” (9), “stopped talking about them that’s all” 
(9), and “Talk too much” (22). The omission of subject pronoun which is a linguistic 
feature of Singapore English (Platt & Weber, 71) is noticeable in her speech.  The 
writer uses this peculiarity to stylize her speech and above all capture the childlike 
quality in the character whereas Peter’s speech is more sophisticated. 
 The third short story is the result of the struggle within Hernando’s conscience, 
after he betrays Peter and Su-May.  He tells Samson that Peter and Su-May are behind 
the streetpaper when he discovers their plan to leave Singapore in the hope that he can 
prevent them.  
   I was shocked, not merely by their plan but by Su-May’s insensitiveness to the 
effect this would have on me.  Two hours ago she and I had been making love.  
She had kissed me many times in many places, displaying an ingenuity that never 
failed to surprise and excite me.  Now each of those kisses had become a gesture 
of betrayal, itemized and unique, personalized reminders of her treachery.  (138) 
 
The narrator expresses the extent of his shock in a palpable way: “I stood beside them, 
stricken not merely dumb but immobile, an animal resigned to stillness at the point of 
the abattoir’s bolt” (138).  The reader sympathizes with the narrator, as the reader 
visualizes this emotional reaction in the image he creates.  This trauma triggers a 
memory of a character that his mother, Clara, used to tell stories about.  This character, 
Cornelius Vandermeer, who is seen as larger than life, is a hero according to his 
mother.  Hernando gets interested in the manner of his death, and is keen to write a 
short story about his last days. 
   Back in my room I looked at all the bits and pieces I had written about Cornelius 
over the years.  Separately they seemed good enough: interesting anecdotes, 
cameos of character.  But there seemed to be nothing I could do to make them 
cohere, still less coalesce.  There was no matrix I could find that would make 
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every fragment not merely connected to, but an essential part of all that existed 
around it.  (150) 
 
He learns that to write a good story the writer needs an organising force which will 
link the different parts into an artistic whole.  He feels, heroes “have a duty: they have 
to make the prospect of the minotaur a little less daunting and to provide us with the 
thread, however insubstantial, that makes our journey through the maze less 
meaningless” (153 – 154).  However, at this juncture Anuita informs Hernando that 
his piece of information would be used not only to expose “a gang of loony kids” 
behind the streetpaper, but also show the public that these “kids” are a part of a 
massive conspiracy involving several people, including the communists.  
   “Believe it, Hern,” she said, snapping round to face me fully.  “In forty-eight 
hours, by Saturday morning, we will have pulled in all the requisite people, 
extracted the necessary statements, prepared the documentary and other evidence 
we need.  By mid-morning this will be in the hands of the local newspapers and 
television people, so that when the arrests are made late on Saturday night the 
media will be prepared.  Sunday-morning editions will carry a story … fully 
explained.”  (156) 
 
Thus the dynamics of writing fiction and the theme of betrayal becomes interfaced. 
The theme of betrayal in Hernando’s short stories is an echo of the theme in 
the main narrative.  However, Hernando is neither conscious of his own betrayal of 
his wife nor of his father.  Although he promises his father that he will do the “decent 
thing” (35) of either telling Sylvie about the whole affair or breaking off his affair 
with Su-May, he uses his father’s terminal cancer to gain sympathy from Su-May.  
His preoccupation with the new theme of “the effect of unrelated catastrophes on 
individual human relations” prevents him from a soul search which the situation 
warrants.  Hernando learns that a prescribed message is detrimental to writing fiction. 
As his search for a new theme continues, he picks up an idea that his father mentions 
during one of their conversations.  When his father says “the creature inside us 
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doesn’t change” (43), Hernando grabs the idea, and starts poking around for a plot, as 
the idea strikes a chord in his thoughts.   
His epiphany comes when he accepts the fact that he had allowed 
“circumstances to jostle” (157) him along, “absolving” himself “from responsibility” 
(157).  He finally sees that “to be genuine, actions must be at variance with 
convenience, possible, even inimical to survival.  It was this understanding that 
separated the creature of choice from that of chance” (157).   
 The theme of betrayal which is played out in the third short story ‘dutch 
courage’ (159), thematically links it to the main narrative.  Hernando takes the 
meaning of the word “courage” and the meaning of the phrase “dutch courage”, to 
build a vivid account of Cornelius’ action just before his death.  In the short story, 
Cornelius initially keeps drinking whisky to get “dutch” courage but later accepts the 
fact that it is the attitude of facing and dealing with what is recognized as dangerous 
that makes for courage. While writing the story, the character becomes palpable to 
Hernando: 
   Cornelius kept close to me all the while, smiling, sitting on the edge of my desk 
as I typed.  Often he came round to read what I had written.  Mostly he approved, 
sometimes laughing aloud at some peculiar circumstance of his life which he had 
failed at the time to find amusing.  Only occasionally did he frown and shake his 
head.  I would stop typing and he would indicate the sentence or juxtaposition of 
words that did not meet with his approval.  (157 – 158) 
 
Totally submerged in his writing, for his wife Sylvie is staying over with his parents, 
Hernando devotes two whole days to his story without being disturbed which allows 
him time not only to focus on the work at hand but also to sort out the conflict within 
his conscience.  Hernando aspires for himself the insight which Cornelius discovers in 
his last days. 
   Near the end he had realised that concern for the well-being of others is the only 
defence we have against terror and death.  The Captain had learnt this from the 
circumstances of his life; I, by fabricating them.  (158)  
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Thus Hernando does what he believes in.  He helps Peter and Su-May to escape from 
Singapore.  While travelling in the cab after seeing them off, he wonders whether he 
should write a novel: 
   In the darkness of the cab I began to wonder whether or not it would be possible 
to structure all that had recently happened to me into a longer story, perhaps a 
novel.  Generally I am against fiction that is based on fact.  Authenticity has no 
literary validity.  Nevertheless, recalling events from the past and using them, 
even in the order in which they occurred, was not something that automatically 
disqualified them from becoming worthwhile fiction.  After all, both literature and 
reminiscence are commemorated in words and it was words I would use to fashion 
my memories.  (188 – 189) 
 
Baratham manages to represent fiction as if it is a non-fiction novel by implying 
through his first-person narrator that the events in the narrative are facts.  It is 
interesting to note what Salleh Ben Joned says in his article about A Candle or the Sun: 
   The novel, according to a report, was actually completed in 1985, but no 
Singapore publisher dared to touch it.  It was eventually brought out in London by 
a relatively unknown publisher. 
   The date of the novel’s completion is worth noting, because its political plot 
about a group of church workers conspiring to incite resistance against the state 
uncannily prefigured a more or less similar plot that actually happened two years 
later (the so called Marxist incident of 1987); that is if the author had not revised it 
after the incident.  (226) 
 
Baratham’s ability to make fiction look like fact is so successful, that an incident 
which is “more or less similar” that takes place two years later is attributed to his 
original plot. 
Hernando at the beginning of the novel is a likeable yet an unfaithful husband, 
and a critical son who lives only for his own pleasures.  By the end of the novel, he 
learns to understand his father’s love for him, and accepts an emotional response 
within himself for his father.  The reader is able to respond sympathetically to the 
hero’s plight because Hernando recognizes that he has condemned his wife Sylvie to a 
life of loneliness by refusing to have a child with her.  By helping Su-May and Peter 
to escape, Hernando becomes a person who has put the concern for others before 
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himself.  In his article ‘The Bildungsroman and Its Significance in the History of 
Realism’, Bakhtin says, “there is another incomparably rarer type of novel that 
provides an image of man in the process of becoming.  As opposed to a static unity, 
here one finds a dynamic unity in the hero’s image” (21).  He goes on to say that this 
“type of novel can be designated in the most general sense as the novel of human 
emergence” (21).  Therefore, A Candle or the Sun is a Bildungsroman and not a 
romance as Kanaganayakam claims (81).  The image of a toothless Hernando 
“grinning like an idiot” (195), satisfied with the knowledge that somewhere on the 
grassy slopes, in a hospital with a view of “snow-covered sides of Kilimanjaro” (195) 
work Peter and Su-May, is, however a parody of a romantic hero.   
Although the final image of a pregnant Su-May is left ironically ambiguous, 
the writer, in the artistic space of the novel, projects a continuum from the basilectal 
variety to the acrolectal.  Baratham relies on the use of different levels of the variety 
of Singapore Egnlish and the synecdochic function of untranslated words from each 
community to construct a multilingual environment.  The writer, however, parodies 
certain linguistic features in Singapore English through stylization and conveys his 





Rex Shelley’s The Shrimp People (1991), like the Rice Bowl, portrays the 
English of yet another community of people in Singapore, the Portuguese Eurasians.  
They came to Singapore in the early nineteenth century, after Thomas Ferrao, who 
accompanied Stamford Raffles to Singapore in 1819, invited his relatives from 
Malacca and Penang to join him (Daus 65).  Their “language” was called Cristão and 
the Malays called the Catholics, “Serani” (Daus 11) or Nasareen, which “means a 
half-caste” (Clifford 138).  However, “Cristão the Portuguese Eurasian language has 
not survived in Singapore” (Daus 75).  The need to identify the characteristics of a 
Portuguese Eurasian dominates chapter fourteen, where the group of Portuguese 
Eurasians meet in Perth for dinner. Shelley’s use of a mixture of narrators is a kind of 
illusion-breaking device.  The Perth scenes are narrated by a first-person narrator, 
Robert, while the life of the family of Rodrigues is narrated by a third-person narrator.  
Chapter fourteen, in fact, acts as a narrative self-commentary, where the characters 
discuss the books written about their community.  However, after chapter eighteen, 
the Perth scenes disappear and the focus shifts to Bertha the protagonist in the story 
within the novel.  The underlying theme of patriotism surfaces slowly as the story 
within the story unfolds while the novel portrays the linguistic hybrid that replaced 
Cristão.  
This hybrid is made up of Standard British English with Malay words and 
phrases.  Take for instance the utterance “Doan fergait der chinchalok” (94).  Here the 
Malay word “chinchalok” forms part of the utterance.  According to Talib what is 
evident in the phrase “Doan fergait” is the “attempt to imitate the pronunciation of 
certain vowels in Singapore English by changing the spelling of some words” 
(“Singapore Literature in English”, 280).  This sort of hybridization is the natural 
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development of Portuguese Eurasian English, after they stopped using Cristão.  When 
Joe Coombes, the talkative old man in Perth, uses words like “gerderbak-gederbook” 
(20), “kichie-brat” (21) and “hitam-manis” (23), he is neither code-mixing nor 
borrowing, for he has grown up in Singapore using these phrases with his dialect of 
English.  The word “kichie” is a corruption of the Malay word “kechil”.  The narrator, 
Robert admits, “I unconsciously slipped into the dialect” (25).  Phrases like “Lemme 
see” (39), “blardy fellow” (21), “jumping-jumping” (21) and “china-bek-chak”(37) 
come from the English dialect spoken by the Portuguese Eurasians.  Not only did they 
use Malay words like “bekchak” but they also often used certain grammatical features 
that are peculiar to the Malay language, like the duplication of the word “jumping” 
which indicates multiplicity.   
The use of “lah” is used widely in the narrative by Eurasian characters.  For 
instance, Mary, the mother of Bertha, the protagonist, says “so stubborn lah” (29).  An 
Eurasian friend from Penang says, “Come to visit you, lah” (303).  Bertha also uses 
‘lah’:  when she says “‘stick to the pigs, lah’” (119).  However her friend Ethel uses 
‘lah’ quite often: “‘like a rag doll, lah’” (111), “‘waste of chance, lah’” (111), 
“‘Goalie must eat, lah’” (119).  These are but few of the instances when “lah” is used.  
The popularity of this particle among the Eurasians is because “lah”, which originates 
“in the Malay language … is widely used in the Chinese dialects spoken in Singapore 
and Malaysia” (Tongue 114).  The use of “lah” in the narrative reflects the statement, 
“no utterance, especially a response utterance, seems complete without at least one 
lah” (Tongue 115).  Shelley uses the particle as a reflection of faithfulness of 
language used in the Eurasian community.  However, the use of it by a novelist has to 
be judged not only in terms of the accuracy of linguistic representation but also on 
aesthetic grounds.  For instance, if the writer uses it as a marker of informal style, or 
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as a signal of intimacy or for intensifying the thematic intent of the novel, the 
linguistic feature will have a greated impact, rather than just a reflection of 
faithfulness of the language used by the community as Shelley does, which seems 
excessive.  
Since the language of the Portuguese Eurasians, Cristão, grew out of the 
Portuguese Creole that “was lexically and grammatically strongly influenced by the 
Malay language” (Daus 11), it is not surprising that with the arrival of the British, the 
Portuguese Eurasians started to use English, but retained many Malay words.  Words 
like “chinchalok” have no English equivalent.  So words like “petai sambal”, “agar-
agar”, “buah kelwa”, “chang kuda” and “sarong” were used and are still used freely 
with English.  And Malay exclamations like “gerderbak”, “Alamak”, “chelaka!” and 
ejaculations like “Aiyah!” “Aiyoh” and “Chek” have become part of the Portuguese 
Eurasian colloquial speech. 
However, when James Rodrigues, the father of the main character Bertha, uses 
the word “pontenged” in his thoughts, the reader is not too certain if the hybrid is the 
artistic creation of the writer or an authentic representation of the colloquial speech of 
the Portuguese Eurasian. 
   Not that James was mad about the Raffles Museum.  He liked the animals, 
though.  Especially the seladang.  But that was the best place to spend the day if 
you pontenged school.  It was so cool and quiet.  (62) 
 
The Malay word “ponteng” which means to cut class, forms the root-word, but by 
adding the past tense marker “ed”, the writer incorporates the word into the thought 
process of the character James.  As James is thinking in Standard English, the word 
has to fit the flow of his thought grammatically.  This technique of “selective lexical 
fidelity which leaves some words untranslated in the text is a more widely used device 
for conveying the sense of cultural distinctiveness” (Ashcroft et al. 64). 
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Patricia Wong points out in her article that “one description of Shelley’s The 
Shrimp People may be that it is a litany of names” (45).  This “act of naming” was an 
important part of identifying as a Portuguese Eurasian in Singapore: “Since the 
Portuguese Eurasians do not have any proof of their actual origin, the “most obvious 
basis is the existence (or assumption) of a Portuguese surname (Daus 69).  Hence 
there is this habit of asking for one’s surname. So when Shelley’s characters meet in 
Perth, where one third of Singapore Eurasians have migrated, and which has become 
the “stronghold of the Portuguese from Malacca” (Daus 73), the ritual of “recitation 
of Eurasian names” and “connections” (Wong 49) is merely the literary representation 
of the activity which actually happens when a group of Eurasians meet. The 
importance of this ritual is dramatized when James Rodrigues meets a young lad who 
is being throttled by a Eurasian girl: 
   He heard the little boy’s cries, “Aiyoh, Aiyooh ….” He had pulled the girl off 
grabbing her “jumpers.”  She turned round.  He was in uniform.  She took one 
look at him and bit his hand.  He relaxed his hold with the shock; not so much the 
pain but the surprise at the way she reacted so quickly and bit him.  She was gone 
before he could recover. 
 He pulled the skinny Malay boy up.  “Nama siapa?… Tinggal dimana?”  The 
frightened child stared at him for a long time, then mumbled, “Mervin” “Mervin?” 
“Mervin what?” 
 “Mervin Palmer.”  (93) 
 
The fact that is established here is that it is not easy to identify a Portuguese Eurasian 
by appearance alone, nor by the first name.  Even this is not conclusive as the 
surnames like De Souza and Pereira are also used by non-Portuguese Eurasians.  Daus 
points out that “there are tens of thousands of non-Eurasians with Portuguese 
surnames” (70).  This possibility is illustrated in the novel.  Bertha overhears a 
conversation among the hockey players. 
   “You know dat back, dat lef back.  Angella Jasper, she’s not Eurasian …. she 
got no right to play for dem.  Jasper is from Jaspal Singh, you know.” 
   Bertha sat up bristling.  She held herself back.  But Ethel had heard it too.  She 
shouted out loudly, ‘Dem you tell us, what is rashian?’ 
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   “Like us, lah, Serani ….”  Olga replied. 
   “Black, white, what? … Kopi susu?  Chinese and Malay champorisation?” 
“You so clefer to ask, you tell us!”  Olga shot back. 
Patience across the aisle in her best accent chipped in, “The Eurasian Association 
rules say you must have an European surname.”  (121 – 122) 
 
The word “champorisation” has the Malay word “champor” as its root-word.  This is 
an example of the “hybrid” language of the Portuguese Eurasians.  There is also some 
code-mixing in the heat of the argument like the use of the phrase “kopi susu”, which 
shows the act of naming and finding connections is a living reality with the Eurasians, 
as it is through this ritual that they exclude or include a new-comer into their 
community. 
The underlying theme of patriotism surfaces when the first-person narrator, 
Robert’s interest in his roots is summed up in his statement, “My people had left their 
land …. Malaya, Singapore …. but not all.”  The novel dramatizes the life of one such 
person Bertha, his aunt, who chose to stay in the land of her birth.  One among the 
“many who would not pull up their roots from the land that had bred them, that had 
given them the rich harvests of geragok shrimps and the ease of tropical life …” (72). 
The title of the novel is a translation from the Malay word “geragok”.  The word 
“geragok” thus relates to the thematic core of the novel – patriotism.  However, the 
term Gerago was first used in Singapore to define the “lower-class Portuguese” (Daus 
66) who lived mainly in Katong.  This is because,  
 Geragau is a derogatory Malay word which actually refers to a tiny species of 
shrimp – hence the title of the book, The Shrimp People.  The Eurasians were 
called geragau simply because some of the Portuguese Eurasians in Malacca used 
to earn their living by catching this species of shrimp.  (Talib 1997, 107) 
 
This social prejudice prevalent among the Eurasians is illustrated when Bertha goes 
up country to play hockey. 
   The Lopez girl was a spectacular dancer.  Bertha admired her dancing and said 
so to Jean Van Geyzel. 
“Yes, she’s good.  But she’s not really one of us.” 
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“Whaddyamean?” 
“She’s a Beng.” 
“A what?” 
“A Beng.  A geragok.” 
Bertha flushed.  These Ceylon Burghers!  She had a good mind to retort that she 
too was a geragok, pronouncing it the way Jean did.  (110) 
 
Bertha’s thoughts, however, during this incident reveal that she held no social 
prejudices.  In fact she identifies herself as a “geragok”.  The writer uses code-
switching from a prestigious variety of English to a low variety where the sound ‘th’ 
is dropped to show the social difference among the Portuguese Eurasians.  Bertha 
speaks the low variety of English: 
“Ettel!  Aiyah, why so late?” 
   The way Bertha replied registered in James’s mind.  He saw that his Bertha had 
a certain intimacy with the rough woman; … 
“Come on, Ettel … there’s a place next to me … here, dis one?”  Bertha pointed 
to the train door.  She had switched her language to Ethel’s.  (94) 
 
Bertha’s father recognizes his daughter’s code-switching as an act of identifying with 
Ethel who is from the lower class of Portuguese Eurasians.  This tendency to change 
the “th” sound in “this” and “the” to “dis” and “de” is very noticeable in Old Joe’s 
speech as he gets drunk:    
   “Den he walks off wit him down the road. We all knew dere was a porleece 
station just dere … on der next roat.  Those Chinese barskats stopped.  Dey jus 
stood dere watching Edwin walk off wit ‘Botah’… and der bes part is, as he walks 
off, he hammers him one on der neck.  A damn good one … Dat was real fast 
tinking boy!”  (23) 
 
Old Joe’s speech often switches from Standard English to a low variety with phrases 
like “whaddyamean” and “whaddyerspect” where the words run into each other, 
slurring the consonants and vowels.  However, this dropping of consonants and the 
tendency to change the ‘th’ to ‘de’ and ‘this’ to ‘dis’ is “a familiar feature in the 
pronunciation of varieties of English outside Britain and the United States” (Talib 
1994, 280). 
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 Bertha not only speaks Standard English and the dialect spoken by the 
Portuguese Eurasians but she is also conversant in Malay.  When Siswono asks “Do 
you mind if I speak Bahasa Melayu?” she replies, “No. Silakan.”  The rest of the 
conversation is conducted in Bahasa.  At this stage, in the novel, both Ethel and 
Bertha use Malay and English.  This code-switch is deliberate, as they have to speak 
to Hartonon and Siswono, who are Indonesians. 
   Hartono and Siswono left when the brandy was finished.  Bertha kissed Hartono 
again on the cheek.  He kissed Ethel.  Siswono stood back deliberately, smiling.  
He put his hands up and said “Selamat malam” as Bertha moved towards him. 
    “Takut ka?  Takut chium?” Ethel teased him.  (271) 
 
A number of other characters use Malay as well: “‘Saya Polis’” (23) “‘Tidak sama’” 
(9), “‘Chelaka!  Pencuri!”’ (30), “Aiya! Apa boleh buat’” (46), “‘Yah lah! Itu dia”’ 
(69) “‘Tetapi ,,, dat captain lah.  Betul dia punya goal.  Whoa chepat sakali’” (105) 
and “‘Tahu, suda tahu’” (260).  The presence of Malay is also indicated indirectly: 
“‘A sailing boat he said in Malay” (10).  The presence of Chinese dialects is also 
indirectly stated: “Ethel was listening to some Cantonese talking” (100), “He waved 
to the waiter and spoke to him in Hokkien” (219) and “Her smattering of Cantonese” 
(149).  These statements suggest the existence of other linguistic communities. 
There is also code-switching from Standard English to Malay, among close 
friends.  When James Rodrigues speaks to a fellow Serani, he often switches to formal 
Malay. 
“Jerry, apa khabar?” 
“Baik, tuan besar.  And you?” 
“Fine, Jerry, I rang you to ask you to do me a little favour”….  (62) 
 
Here Malay is used to establish a certain informality and camaraderie.  However, 
when Sergeant Neubronner uses Malay in his account of the events during the riot, he 
is actually repeating what was said then in the fifties in Malay to the policemen: 
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   “ … Of course it didn’t work.  So the next order came up on the lights.  You 
young buggers don’t know, but in those days there were lights on the top of the 
turret of the riot vans.  We had standard signals.  Sorry Ray, I really meant 
Robert.” 
   “I saw it.  Move in.  Break up the crowd.  My bloody arse was on fire.  But I 
was cool, man.  I moved with my boys.  The students linked arms and started 
singing.  The swines!  They pushed the young ones in front.  ‘Gasah dia punya 
pantat,’ I told my boys.” 
   “Hit them on their backsides,” Old Joe translated quickly. 
   ‘Hantam lah!’  I yelled out.  My boys gave it to them.  They started running.  
Down Penang Road.  ‘Kejar!  Hantam dia!’ I yelled and my boys chased them.  
My bloody arse was burning like bloody hell.  But I ran wit dem.  All down 
Penang Road.  They ran into the Presbyterian Church.”  (70) 
 
Here the rough boastful speech of the ex-Police Officer is effectively captured.  The 
Malay phrases are a repetition of what actually took place when he was in command.  
In the fifties, the officers spoke Malay to the lower ranks and Shelley is trying to 
portray the kind of speech police officers used in colonial times.  The fact that Old Joe 
in the Perth scene sees the necessity to translate Neubronner’s comments into Malay 
shows that the other, younger Eurasians might have no knowledge of formal Malay.  
What this narration of Sergeant Neubronner reveals is the fact that Portuguese 
Eurasians, like him, are still living in the memory of that glory that they had as a 
favoured community by the British.  The Malay phrases suggest the power and 
influence that were vested in them as civil servants of the colonial masters. 
The writer’s main concern in the Perth chapters of the novel is to establish the 
characteristics of the Portuguese Eurasian community and its influential position in 
Singapore during the British colonial days.  The following is the description of the 
Pestana family by Old Joe Coombes at the bar in Perth. 
… They had their own gharry in the old days.  Style man!  Old Doris used to sit 
there with her head in the air like bloody Queen Mary going to Ascot.  Hat and 
ribbons.  She’s the one who called me once at a dance.  Just waved her fan at me.  
I was hot and sweaty in my tuxedo having a damn good time when I saw her wave 
her fan at me. At once I went …. 
   “But she had style you know.  Even the Europeans treated her like a bigshot.  
(19 – 20)  
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In the scenes set in Perth the distinctive features of Portuguese Eurasians are 
examined.  They discuss the food of this community and discover that many of the 
dishes thought as Portuguese Eurasian, are Indian, Baba, Chinese or Malay in origin: 
   “You know, the other night when Ray asked about Eurasian food we did not 
come up with very much.”  I changed the subject.  
   “I said Feng,” Old Joe interrupted. 
   I ignored him.  “The Babas on the other hand created so much by marrying the 
Chinese and Malay foods …. and Indians.  So did the Hylams.  Hylam pork chops, 
chicken curry.”  (174) 
 
When Bertha and Carl discuss this, Bertha points out another characteristic of the 
Portuguese Eurasians that is also debatable: 
 “Take a simple one.  You can sing?  All Seranis can sing.” 
“Aiyah Carl, Chinaman, matsalleh, Malaikawai, Kerlingkawai all can sing …. 
only Filipino can sing better.”  (159) 
 
The protagonist, Bertha, is able to see the common features that link the Portuguese 
Eurasians to the people of their environment, whereas Joe Coombes seem to see what 
makes the Portuguese Eurasians distinct as a cultural group. 
The novel also captures a socio-political reality of the fifties among the 
Eurasians when racial prejudice was prevalent.  Through the juxtaposition of Bertha’s 
thoughts with Ethel’s overt expressions of her feelings, the latent racial bias within the 
emerging nation is dramatized.  For example, during a conversation in the train, on 
their journey up country for a hockey tournament, Ethel’s remark, that the “Place is 
full of bloody Malays” takes Bertha by surprise.  Ethel’s statement, “I hate them.  
Terrible people,” is contrasted with Bertha’s reflection: 
   It came as a shock to Bertha to hear Ethel say this.  Her parents, uncles, aunts 
and cousins kept saying nasty things about the Chinese, or the kling pusings, and 
sometimes, but only seldom, threw criticisms or obvious personal remarks against 
some Malay or other.  They never expressed a racial hate as Ethel had just spat out.  
It upset her.  She remained silent.  (99) 
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Bertha’s feelings for the Malay community are also expressed silently when Ethel 
says, “You probably haven’t seen them at their worst in the kampong.” 
    Bertha had seen them and played around the wooden houses, sat on the steps 
with her Malay friends, lay on the cool timbered floors of the verandahs in the hot 
afternoons talking, peeped into the bath shacks standing apart from the houses and 
used the smelly jambans.  She loved the kampongs.  The quiet easy way of the 
people.  She kept silent.  (99 – 100) 
 
The lexical borrowings from Malay suggest that both Bertha and Ethel are familiar 
with the Malay language.  However, it is Bertha’s lack of racial prejudice that enables 
her to marry Heng years later.  A Eurasian marrying a Chinese was rare in the fifties.  
This demonstrates Bertha’s ability to cross cultural barriers with ease, which plays a 
significant role in the development of the plot.  She sees Heng as a man with “brains 
and fluency with the English language.”  After getting to know him and accepting his 
marriage proposal, she tells her parents. 
   “Heng and I have talked it over … In fact it is quite funny.  He said that by his 
customs the man’s family hold the big dinner.  By our custom it is the father of the 
bride who pays.  So he said we’ll either have both or nothing.  That way the 
families won’t quarrel.”  (210) 
 
Bertha’s mother’s silent response is that, “At least he is Catholic.”  She tells Bertha, 
“As you wish, Bertha, there will be no fuss.  Times are changing.  No need to stick to 
the old ways” (210).  Years later, when Bertha discovers Heng’s unfaithfulness, she 
runs away.  It is also Bertha’s lack of racial prejudice which makes it possible for her 
to fall in love with an Indonesian, Hartono, with whom her life gets entangled.  Thus 
Bertha is portrayed as an adaptable modern Portuguese Eurasian woman who is able 
to transcend the social prejudices of her community. 
 In Bertha, Shelley manages to create a character that is able to cross both 
racial and social prejudices.  Bertha’s love for her country is voiced when Carl, her 
first boyfriend, expresses his feelings about Penang after being away studying in 
England. 
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   And there was Penang.  My country, my home … You know Bertha, I never 
knew I felt so strongly for my home and my people till I saw Penang and my 
Malaya appear.” 
  “Breathes there a man with soul so dead ….”  (130) 
 
Bertha’s quotation from ‘The Lay of the Last Minstrel’ by Walter Scott surprises Carl.  
It is the earliest clue in the novel of Bertha’s nationalistic sentiments.  Later as the 
story unfolds, Bertha and Ethel dress themselves as Malay women and live in the 
outskirts of the jungle.  This dramatizes the possibility expressed earlier in the story 
by Bertha to Carl, “I can stop being Eurasian tomorrow” (159).  The writer dramatizes 
this by making Bertha leave her community.  She is able to identify with the nation 
and this is expressed in her answer to Hartono’s statement, “You are different people”.  
   “Yes Hartono.  But this is still our country.  We are not outsiders.  Singapore is 
my country.”  (300) 
 
It is only after living as Malays, outside her community, that she truly understands her 
patriotic feelings.  This is revealed on the way to Jakarta while engaged in a dialogue 
with Benny Yap.  
   “But what is the Singaporean?  Isn’t he just a variety of the Malayan species?” 
“No.  He or she is a city type.  Diametrically different from the rural Malay or 
Chinese smallholder.” 
“Aren’t you taking this stance because you’re a Eurasian; a minority community.” 
   Bertha flared up.  “For Gawds sake Benny, we’re talking about whole countries.  
If you think I’m incapable of seeing beyond my Eurasian community, my family, 
my personal coconut shell, my sex … then it’s not worth talking to me!”  (341 – 
342) 
 
In this speech, the reader gets a deeper understanding of Bertha’s patriotic feelings.  
However, at this stage, her knowledge of politics is still rather rudimentary, but she is 
eager to learn more. 
   But she was learning a lot and her mind was opening to concepts and opinions 
she had never encountered before. It was not just the new and enchanting world of 
Indonesia.  It was the politics and the way the men who were briefing her talked 
about politics in Indonesia.  (339)  
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And later, when Bertha meets Major Abdulgani, he says to her, “You are a person … 
who has not yet found your niche.  You have brains.  You have not used them.  You 
have passions for ideas, causes, righteousness.  You have not used them … yet .. and 
you have an upbringing that is very special” (344).  She is given a job where she has 
to “read everything that comes out of Singapore” and “out of their politicians” and 
give to the Indonesian her views.  When Muljadi discusses Mackay’s death with 
Bertha he says, 
… “Finally his past caught up with him, in the sense that he returned to the 
loyalties of his past.” 
   Like me, Bertha thought.  Muljadi appeared to read her thought. 
   “You are different.  You never rejected your past.  You work with us because 
your objectives coincide with ours at the moment.  Am I not right?”  (457 – 458) 
 
Later, his words “Your objectives coincide with ours at the moment” keep going 
through her mind (458).  These are the only clues the reader gets on how Bertha truly 
feels about her activities with the Indonesians which goes against her patriotic 
feelings. 
 The character, Bertha, epitomizes the awakening national consciousness of the 
Portuguese Eurasians who thought differently from those who took pride in their own 
distinctive culture.  It is James Rodrigues, her father, who notices this first in Bertha 
when he thinks that “she was the one Serani female who understood what was 
happening in politics” (75).  Later the narrator goes on to say that, 
   Bertha had heard more about these things than most girls of her age.  She had 
cheered wildly when David Marshall had been elected as Chief Minister of 
Singapore.  Because he was a Jew, she said.  Any one can be anything here, no 
matter what race they are.  (75) 
 
Bertha, who becomes politically more aware of the awakening of nationalism in 
Singapore while the rest of her community is submerged in recreational activities, 
confronts her father, who is a typical Portuguese Eurasian. 
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   He had taken her unexpected fierce reaction in his stride when he had 
commented on the “antics” of John Eber and his attacks against colonialism in 
London.  He had ended cynical denigration of the man with, “and the fella’s a 
Serani.” … His race didn’t matter at all. He had kept his mouth shut though he 
wanted to tell her that whatever “communistic" ideas she had, it would never 
change.  (76) 
 
James reflects the attitude of the early fifties in Singapore, when any nationalistic 
expression was daubed “communistic” by the authorities (Glaskin 13).  Bertha, on the 
other hand, stands out as a person who has developed some national consciousness, 
while others, like her father, are caught up in communalism.  This communalism still 
persists in Perth, for one of the characters, Old Joe, at the bar says, “Don’t you ever 
call me Auzzie” (22) for they preferred to remain as Portuguese Eurasians.  The 
chapters on Perth, (one, three, five, seven, nine, fourteen and eighteen) deal with the 
characteristics of a Gerago.  According to C.H. Crabb, Australian immigration policy 
“entry requirements included a stipulation that one must be at least fifty-one percent 
white” (72).  In spite of this, fifty-one per cent white, the Gerago like Old Joe is 
unable to identify himself as an Auzzie, because of the tenacity of his community 
loyalties.  The life of Bertha on the hand spells out a new Gerago, who is ready to be a 
part of a new nation, Singapore.  However, Patricia Wong feels that 
   Bertha’s conversion from causelessness to cause is too easy.  The cause itself is 
none too clear.  When and how Bertha becomes politically aware … “committed 
to do all she could to prevent the formation of Malaysia …” (370), it has ironically 
become clear that even the spy thriller the novel seems to want to be has, “plotted” 
itself out of all credibility.  (5) 
 
I feel these critical remarks have some validity, though a discerning reader might find 
some of the clues to the kind of emotional make up that a character like Bertha needs, 
to make the final decision that she is forced to make.  The actual problem is not the 
lack of clues to the nature of Bertha, but the fact that the novel rambles on, and the 
writer seems to be unsure where he is heading.  Thus a number of wrong signals are 
given and some loose ends are left dangling without connection to the main plot line.  
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The reader is consequently left unsatisfied by the conclusion though the epilogue tries 
to straighten out the events for the reader.  
Although the plot lacks novelistic integrity, the novel does give an insight to 
the language used by the Portuguese Eurasians, many of whom are still in Singapore.  
In The Shrimp People, “the author controls the shift between CSE and a more 
standard variety of Singapore English subtly and naturally.  Shelley is capable of 
shifting from language that is not widely divergent from the standard variety towards 
a more colloquial style” (Talib 1994, 285).  The writer constructs a multilingual 
environment through loan words from Chinese dialects, Malay and the Indian 
languages.  The Chinese community is evoked through popular hawker food like 
“loh-mai-kai” (127), “char-siew-pau” (127), “kai keok” (122), “tau-yu-bah” (145), 
“chap-j-ki” (268), “liang char” (384), “siew yok” (457), “mui chin” (451), “swee kee” 
(451), “wan-tan mee” (225), “char-siew fan” (145) and familiar words like “towkay” 
(46), “cukongs” (235), “ang moh” (134), and “yamsengs” (85).  The power of the 
sounds and texture of these words convey the presence of the various Chinese 
dialects.  The Indian loan words like “tamby-wallah” (17), “prata” (60), “toseh” (60), 
“samosas” (85), “achar” (119), “chapatti” (140), “murtabak” (226) and “punkah” 
(298) register the various Indian languages.  Some Malay loan words appear more 
than once, words like “bapak” (460) and phrases like “selamat jalan” (365) and 
“terima kaseh” (366).  There are numerous examples of the use of Malay loan words, 
verging on being excessive.  
The novel is in many ways successful as a portrayal of English spoken 
essentially by Portuguese Eurasians, which is an organic hybrid, that is, it evolved 
historically (Bakhtin 360).  The portrayal of the unintentional, unconscious 
hybridization of Portuguese Eurasian English provides the writer an opportunity to 
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create a “novelistic hybrid” (Bakhtin 361).  What is interesting to note is that the 
writer in using linguistic features to distinguish the Geragos from other Eurasians, the 
writer has actually defined the distinctive cultural feature of the Portuguese Eurasians 
that is the variety of English they speak. 
Unlike Lee Kok Liang and Maniam, Shelley does not use vernacular 
transcriptions.  Instead, the writer relies mainly on the strategies of code-switching, 
code-mixing and lexical borrowings from Malay to register the dominance of the 
language in this region, where varieties of English, from the low to the prestigious, 
function as a means of communication for the multilingual society.  In doing so he 







 Chapter Six 
 
 The Crocodile Fury (1992) by Beth Yahp has the Australian readers as the 
target group, for it was written and published in Australia.  The writer, according to 
her acknowledgments, draws her information from books like The Bomoh and the 
Hantu, Malay Superstitions and Beliefs, Traditions and Taboos, Hantu Hantu and 
Ghost Stories of Old China.  However, there are only two Malay words in the 
narrative.  The Malay phrase “Mat Salleh” (7), a nickname for white man, echoes 
throughout the narrative, for it is the name of the hill on which the ghost-house stands.  
While the Malay word “pontianak” (123), used only once, evokes the supernatural 
beliefs of the Malay community, the phrase “Mat Salleh” has a synecdochic function 
of representing the presence of the British colonials.  These words also imply that the 
story is taking place in a Malay environment where physical abuse and oppression 
takes place. 
Yahp tells the story using the narrative genre of the fantastic where the 
narrator becomes the focus for the conflict of two belief systems, orchestrated in the 
narrative with the theme of physical abuse and oppression.  The fantastic as a genre 
“supports two alternative readings: a supernatural one and a naturalistic one” (Carroll 
145).  The narration keeps these two interpretations in balance by making the first-
person narrator gather the story from her Grandmother and her Mother, thus repeating 
the events from two different perspectives.  The “astute reader realises that neither of 
these interpretations is conclusive, and therefore, vacillates or hesitates between 
them” (Carroll 145).  By using this narrative mode, Yahp manages to keep the story 
ambiguous, allowing the reader to suspend judgment between the naturalistic and 
supernatural explanation. 
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 Since Yahp is using the narrative mode of the fantastic genre, the vagueness of 
language and language use plays a crucial part in creating a blurring of reality.  The 
vagueness of certain details is also strategically ambiguous.  For instance, the convent 
has no name.  It is just “The convent on the hill” (4) or “The hill with the convent” (7).  
Only readers who are familiar with Kuala Lumpur will recognise it as the Bukit Nanas 
Convent situated on a hill.  The city also remains without a name.  By stripping the 
narrative of any geographical details, Yahp manages to blur the boundaries between 
the natural world and the supernatural.  The historical details of the Colonial days and 
the Emergency are generalized for the same purpose.  However, Yahp manages to 
capture the essence of the times in spite of these generalizations.  The term “Paper 
Wars” (245) effectively sums up the war of propaganda that was waged during the 
Emergency.  This is structurally sound, as the source of information is the 
Grandmother who is uneducated and ill-informed and lives in a different plane of 
reality. 
The illusion of spontaneity is created by making the narrator use phrases like 
“never-fail matches” (28), “then put back wrong” (33) “read-over pages” (84), “one-
leg-kick servants” (77) and “little-People-litter” (90) which are used by the 
grandmother to tell her story.  By transcribing her idiom, Yahp produces a kind of 
hybridization of language as these phrases are mimetic translations of Cantonese 
dialect.  Although these phrases are not new lexical forms, they have the similar 
function of a new word created from the linguistic structure of the mother-tongue.  
Hence they function like colloquial neologisms and their success lies in their function 
within the narrative.  Colloquial neologisms are particularly “important feature of the 
development of English variants” and are an “example of the metonymic function of 
all post-colonial literature” (Ashcroft et al. 72).  The only Chinese word “Tauhu” (79) 
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has the function of inscribing difference.  In fact, there is no direct reference to any of 
the different races, except a suggestion by the phrase “pale men and dark men” (22).  
This informality in the narration not only enhances the representation of spontaneity 
but also illustrates that the communication between the Grandmother and the narrator 
is in a variety of English which has many phrases that are mimetic translations of her 
own dialect as she has a limited English vocabulary. 
The language of communication is also left rather vague.  The communication 
between different ethnic groups before English was introduced to the country is 
summed up simply as,   
   The other people and pale men were talking to each other with broken bits of 
each other’s language, and wide armed gestures, hand signals, bodily leaps.  (23) 
 
The language used for speech is never named: “‘Boy!  Come back!’ the other men 
shouted in their own language.  ‘Follow him, men!’” (22). Dialogues between people 
remains basic: “‘Oh, that one!’ the pale men answered in their own language.  ‘He’s a 
mad sailor.  Mad Sailor!  That’s what he’s called’” (24).  However this suggests that 
there are more than one linguistic group of people in the narrative. 
Yahp introduces Singapore-Malayan English as the lingua franca for the 
diverse linguistic groups, since the Grandmother only knows this language.  The 
Grandmother learns to speak a low variety of English in the rich man’s house, where 
she was sold as a bond-girl.  She learns from the other maids in the house who speak a 
low variety of English.  A good example of their speech can be heard when they 
accuse the Grandmother of causing the fire: “‘Aiya Master, this bad girl make fire, try 
to burn down house!  Open Master’s special travel trunk, burn Master’s things’” (208) 
and “‘Master, this girl’s gone amok.  This girl’s lost her reason, make servants lose 
face.  Aiya, Master, sell her bond-pledge, that troublemaker.  Master, better for 
everyone, better to send her away!”’ (209).  The word “amok” which originally meant 
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the mental breakdown of Malays, places this speech in a Malay environment.  The use 
of “Aiya” and “lose face” suggest that they are Chinese speakers.  The syntax of the 
sentences show the speech is a low variety of English.  The master’s statement, “‘One 
of you, tell me, or it will go badly for all’” (208) stands as a contrast to the speech of 
the maids.  The reader can assume from this that the bits of dialogue between the 
bandits and the Grandmother must be in a low variety of English.  The conversation 
with the Caretaker and the brothel keeper is also in a low variety of English.  Her 
speech is often sprinkled with “wah” and “Aiya”.  A good example of this is when she 
speaks to the Mother: “‘Aiya, Useless, already happened … Can’t change, no need to 
cry’” (261).  The low variety of English is also used by the Mother for she works in a 
Convent where the nuns speak English.  When the Mother talks to the Old priest she 
says, “‘Father, Uncle’ … ‘please take away the chain, otherwise too late.  Already 
he’s turning’” (248).  To the Lizard Boy she says “‘Too Late.  Already cut.  This 
knife’s special, cut anything … carry anywhere, no danger.  No need to be sacred’” 
(249) and “‘Face different, body different.  Hard to recognise’” (259).  These 
statements are clearly not vernacular transcriptions.  The omission of articles, 
prepositions and the clipped staccato rhythm are typical of the speech of those who 
have picked up English language orally.  
When the Lizard Boy speaks to the Mother, he too uses a variety of English.  
As the son of the caretaker of the convent, he has learnt to speak the English language 
from his father.  For instance, he says, “‘Wah, like new.  Like first meeting, everythin 
new.  Name also changed’” (259).  However, his English is better than the Mother’s, 
for he can read.  So is the English of the soldiers.  They say: ‘“All right, 
Grandmother” … ‘You can stay together.  Aiya, Grandmother your girl’s half-mad, 
ah?  Your assistant?  You training her?  Wah, we can see you train her good!’” (262 – 
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263).  It is possible that the soldiers are either not Chinese or they are from a different 
dialect group.  The omission of verbs and the use of question particle “ah” make the 
speech of the soldiers a variety of English and not a vernacular transcription. 
The novel starts with an italicized passage of what “Grandmother says” in 
Standard English.  Such italicized passages which are interspersed throughout the 
narrative, the reader must assume, are translations by the adult narrator from the low 
variety of English that the Grandmother used while instructing the young narrator.  
This is implied by the phrase “Grandmother’s voice rings in my ears” (1).  This is 
quasi-direct speech, an intermediate term posited by Bakhtin, between the two 
traditional grammatical categories of direct speech and indirect speech.  “Quasi-direct 
speech involves discourse that is formally authorial, but that belongs in its ‘emotional 
structure’ to a represented character, his inner speech transmitted and regulated by the 
author” (Bakhtin 433).  Yahp uses these passages to introduce superstitions.  However, 
these italicized passages are reported in a style that is appropriate as a warning to the 
young narrator, hence they blend structurally with the narration, while they spell out 
the belief system of the Grandmother. 
Yahp uses two characters closely connected to the narrator, to reveal two 
opposing belief systems.  The reality of the Grandmother, who learns to speak the 
language of her colonial master, is controlled by her traditional beliefs and 
superstition.  The narrator says it is the Grandmother’s plan 
   to learn the word shapes and patterns of the nuns so her seeing can be printed on 
golden-edged paper and bound between covers of shiny red leather, and kept in a 
glass case at night and taken out in the daytime to be read and sung from, and 
taught to little children by heart.  So everyone will know.  (193) 
    
When asked what is it that everyone should know she replies,  
   ‘That there’s more than their way of seeing, and more to life and the afterlife 
than dressing in white with a head wrapped in cloth, and making everyone, read 
their book, and always falling on their knees, praying.’  (193) 
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Here the reader hears Grandmother’s critical views of Christianity.  Although the 
Mother converts to Christianity, her belief system is modified after she meets the 
Lizard Boy who “wanted words on paper before he’d believe anything, he wanted 
newspaper proof, history book proof, even of happenings just a moment past” (226).  
The change from Grandmother’s belief system is summed up simply. 
   After she became a Christian she no longer believed the badluck demon ever 
crouched on her back.  To her its antics became less than dreams.  Unlike 
Grandmother she no longer believed in badluck, in fortune-telling by physical 
sensation ….  (130) 
 
This commentary is, however, juxtaposed with what her Mother believes in: 
   She lived each day as if it was a gift of penance, as if saving for a holiday to be 
taken once dead.  The weight on her shoulders was not a badluck demon but a trial 
from God, glass shattering at her touch, furniture sliding forwards to trip her, all 
were a test of patience: punishment sent for her sins.  (130) 
 
By doing this the writer creates a dialogic quality, for the reader interprets the irony in 
the situation where one belief system is replaced by another.  They are hardly 
different from each other.  The dialogic quality that is created through the subtle use 
of irony gives the innocent narrative a profound effect, exposing the inherent conflict 
in the family where two opposing belief systems exist. 
 The understanding of the artistic elaboration of the internal dialogization of 
this conflict between the two belief systems is crucial to a fuller insight into the theme 
of the novel.  The first-person narrator who is caught between the two belief systems 
becomes the pawn for both, the Grandmother and the Mother.  In the search for the 
story of the ghost-house, the Grandmother offers a supernatural explanation to the 
narrator, while the Mother gives a naturalistic one.  However, as the narrative unfolds, 
the reader is left to make an independent conclusion. 
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Yahp is able to introduce the possibility of naturalistically inexplicable 
incidents by the language which the first-person narrator uses, as she is the central 
character in the novel.  A good example is the story of the “small jar”.  
   My grandmother is a keeper of secrets.  Deep inside her is a heavy small jar in 
which these secrets mix together, like soup.  Grandmother swallowed this jar by 
mistake, by falling asleep one afternoon with her mouth wide open when a jar 
ghost passed.  (214) 
 
The ignorance and the naivety of the narrator is a crucial aspect of the narrative 
structure.  She confesses that she “see[s] only what” she is told. 
   I only know what I’m told, what I see.  I see only what I’m told.  This is what 
my grandmother has taught me: to narrow my eyes and look sideways, and see 
what she has told.  To see what Grandmother sees.  (241) 
 
The implied irony in the circular argument is lost on the young narrator.  So the reader 
hears a naïve young girl retelling stories that have been told to her without ever 
questioning or doubting.  Trained by her grandmother she gains finer perception, for 
she says, “Grandmother has taught me to feel” (217).  She uses this ability to 
understand the feelings of the “lover” while she is with the Bully exploring the ghost-
house. 
   From where I am standing I can feel the ache of unnatural breathing, the dryness 
around lips. I can see the swirling couples, hear the music, the tinkle of glasses as 
they stop to drink.  I can feel the lover’s terrible thirst, her thirst of the whole body, 
untold by my grandmother, every orifice of her body, every pore, gaped wide.  
(217-218) 
 
This empathy helps the narrator to recreate the romance of the lover and the rich man, 
although the story of the ghost-house is made known to her and the bully in bits and 
pieces by the Grandmother.  Juxtaposed between the bits of story is the imagination of 
the young narrator, who sees herself as having acquired the ability to stand in the 
shoes of the lover. 
   I rise from where I am lying to stand squarely on the footprints.  I put one foot 
down, then the other.  I smile.  The lover’s footprints curl around my feet like 
well-worn shoes.  (66)  
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Although the possibility of this experience is never questioned by the reader, as this 
event follows naturally with the flow of the narrative, the growing influence of the 
Grandmother becomes obvious. 
 Through the use of highly metaphorical language, Yahp gives the narration by 
the Grandmother a certain ambiguity.  The grandmother’s story of her bondage and 
her sexual involvement with the “rich man” is told to the narrator in an ambiguous 
language: 
   Whenever the rich man was in the house I felt the weight of his body in the 
whole house, through the walls and floorboards, around the pillars behind which I 
stood.  Behind the pillars I watched his every move.  I echoed his movements with 
my own young body.  I curved my shoulders to the curve of his shoulders, brushed 
my hand across my forehead in the arc of his hand.  I felt the rich man’s weight in 
my dreams.  (134) 
 
The ambiguity of her language creates a hesitation in the mind of the reader to come 
to any conclusion.  The narrator, herself, is too young at this juncture of the narrative 
to fully comprehend the tale told by her grandmother.  The metaphorical use of the 
language is strategic, for the Grandmother does not really want to reveal the details of 
her sexual involvement with an older man when she was just fourteen years of age 
herself.  But this account is juxtaposed with a more realistic representation of what 
takes place in the house on the hill: 
    In some moods the rich man became sentimental. 
‘Do you love me?’ he asked, cupping her face with his hand. 
‘Yes!’ Grandmother cried, the expected answer. 
‘Are you mine?’ 
‘Yes’. 
‘Remember it.  Body and soul!’  The rich man laughed, bored, slipping her from 
his knee.  (51) 
 
The reader can thus infer what takes place in the house on the hill where the 
grandmother was sold as a bond-girl by her father who was too poor to feed his many 
daughters. 
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 The Mother also talks about her sexual encounter with the Lizard Boy in 
metaphorical language: “When my mother was a young woman, the young man she 
met while turning a corner turned lazily in her arms” (272).  But both the narrator and 
the bully fail to understand the phrase “turned lazily in her arms”.  So the Bully asks, 
 ‘Like this?’ the bully asks, pulling my mother’s arms around her, turning like a 
fish in shallow water, like a drift of medicinal seaweed in Grandmother’s soup.  
(272) 
 
The physical attraction and the sexual act are couched in figurative language so that 
the innocence of the young listeners is protected. 
   Listening, my mother and the young man slipped to the pull of the badluck 
bloods, to the warm stones of the laundry floor.  Their heads were filled with a 
roaring like a great rush of water, their ears with shrieks of the demon’s laughter, 
wild and fierce.  Their hands with a careful slipping to natural curves and mounds 
of their badluck bodies, past clothes tugged carelessly to crevices warm and moist, 
the folds of thigh and body, of lips and elbows, the shell of an ear.  (260) 
 
However, the love-making is given a sinister colouring by the constant reference to 
the “badluck demon”: “Around their head the badluck demon howled, flapping its 
wings” (260).  What makes the image capable of bearing a metaphorical meaning as 
well as taking its place in the natural sequence of contiguities is the prominence it is 
given by repetition and the synecdochic mode of its presentation, which focus 
attention upon two of its properties: its supernatural aspect and its evil power. 
During the moral lessons, the nuns who had been the influence on the Mother 
try to instil fear into the girls about the dangers of the jungle through the use of 
figurative language in their instructions. 
   Crocodiles are born with lumps of sugar on their tongues, they are experts at 
making promises but they only want one thing. 
   ‘What do they want, sister?  What?’   
‘To plant baby crocodiles inside a girl so she will grow and grow, and the baby 
crocodiles will snap and slither inside her, and get bigger and bigger, and one day 
she will burst!’  (187) 
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But the effect of this warning on the Bully and the narrator is not what is expected by 
the nuns. 
   During the moral lessons the bully and I sit with our fingers busy, paper squares, 
spirals and triangles flowering from our hands.  We sit with our muscles tingling, 
our legs crocodile-attracting, wafting: wide.  (188) 
 
The narrator’s presence helps to dramatize the action and compels the reader to see 
the moral lessons through the narrator’s eyes.  It also helps her to make overt 
comments on the lessons.  The nuns are unable to control the two girls as they have a 
will of their own.  They are powerless because the Grandmother has great influence 
on the girls.  She excites their curiosity and imagination with the stories she tells them 
about the supernatural. 
By using the fantastic genre, Yahp manages to retain important elements of 
the play of conflicting interpretation which parallels the two belief systems, allowing 
the writer to explore the theme of oppression.  Although the novel has its roots in the 
reality around us, it regularly aspires to the condition of fantasy.  Take for instance the 
Lizard Boy, who is the target for the girls in the convent. 
   ‘Better than the circus!’ convent girls whispered loud enough for the Lizard Boy 
to hear.  ‘Better than the snake woman twined with serpents and the stripy 
tigerboy, and the cowfaced girl!’  (125) 
 
The Mother tells the narrator and the Bully that the crocodile “is a fantasy.  Its power 
lies in the fury of its birth.”  Thus she explains why the Lizard Boy turns violent. 
   This fury seethed for years beneath the surface, beneath the lidded eyes and 
tightened lips of the Lizard Boy as he was prodded this way and that, and his skin 
scraped at, his photo taken, his trousers peeked into to see if he was growing a tail.  
(125) 
 
So it is no wonder that “the crocodile fury simmered” and “finally burst” when the 
“Lizard Boy ran amok” (126).  The Bully becomes rebellious because of the severe 
discipline imposed on her by the nuns.  
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   The nuns make the bully stand on a chair in front of the classroom to show us.  
They kneel her in the corner and stripe her palms with a wooden ruler so we can 
see how a bully’s ways will make her suffer.  When the bully makes a disturbance 
or sings out of tune in the chapel, or a girl runs to tell what she is doing, the nuns 
stand her in the sun with her arms stretched out for hours.  They make her stand, 
swaying slightly, until they are sure she is sorry.  Until the soles of her shoes 
become soft.  (239) 
 
The consequence of such punishment is that it makes the bully thirst for revenge.  
Only the narrator witnesses the bully’s pain.  
   Only then do her tears fall: one bright tear after another, so hot they burn red 
trickles down her cheeks.  In the darkness the bully rants and raves.  Her teeth 
gnash together, her hair stands out on end.  (239) 
 
This depiction in the novel attacks unbridled power.  The details are rooted in facts of 
reality that prevailed in schools in the fifties when corporal punishment was 
permissible.  The bully is condemned by the nuns: “The nuns say the bully was born 
bad, the fault of her bad stock.  It’s the bully’s nature to always need a scold, to stay a 
stone tied around the nuns’ necks till the end of her days” (240).  But the narrator, 
who has befriended the bully and become her companion, has her reservations. 
   But how can the bully act her age when she doesn’t know what her age is?  How 
can she know which way to grow?  All her time is spent waiting for a yes or no.  
Before she can turn, before she can sit or stand or go to the toilet, or choose a 
book to read, a class to attend, she has to raise her hand and wait for a no or yes.  
The bully has never shaped her mouth to the rounded shape of my mother’s bully 
without having to duck and twist from punishment, to trick and wheedle and chase 
the thin line yes.  All her energy is spent on her face screwed up and livid, her 
chin jutting, her hands bunched into fists.  (240 – 241) 
 
The bully is also plagued by the convent girls who tease her. 
   ‘That’s your father, your father!’ convent girls chant behind the bully’s back 
when they see the rubbish collectors with their hoarse cries and arms blackened to 
the elbows.   
‘That’s your mother!’ they point to the women with bloated bellies squatting 
outside the sundry shops, digging for scraps of onions and chillies from the 
discarded piles.  (39) 
 
This underlying theme of abuse reveals the social conditions in Malaysia of the fifties 
when there was inadequate supervision from the Social Welfare and the poor 
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scavenged for survival.  The Mother, who is sold to the brothel keeper by her father, 
is also physically abused.   
   The brothel keeper leapt cursing from her chair to beat at my mother with her 
opium pipe, to slap at her head which was already scarred with the brothel 
keeper’s bracelet cuts, already dented in the shapes of her rings.  (167) 
 
The Grandmother, who rescues the Mother from the brothel keeper, later becomes 
disenchanted by her pregnancy and her conversion to Christianity: “‘Useless, this is 
how you will pay me back.  Your girl will be my assistant, she’ll do what you didn’t 
do!’” (160). Thus the vicious cycle of physical abuse is perpetuated.  The 
Grandmother was herself abused by the servants who ganged up against her at the rich 
man’s house.  As a bond-girl and a favourite of the master, she becomes the target for 
spite: “Lifting her shirt the rich man discovered her back crisscrossed with scars” (50).  
The other servants in his house, especially Number Two Kitchen Maid, ill-treat the 
bond-girl.  
   ‘The beast!  This beast is so tough, even if I beat her twice as hard, she won’t 
die.  Aiya, beast!  Get up!  You think today’s a holiday or what?’  (11) 
 
The Grandmother’s revenge is to make the narrator write a book about her view of 
reality.  In order to do this, she takes possession of the infant narrator.  
   She pulled open and peered into each of my eyes.  Before my mother could stop 
her she nicked each eyeball with a sharp fingernail in the shape of crescent 
moon … My mother pleaded and stretched out her arms but Grandmother held me 
just out of reach … In each of my eyes she has scratched a yin sign, to help me see.  
(160) 
 
Her mother tries to undo this by rubbing her forehead with the sign of the cross, but 
the Grandmother roars with laughter, as her mother says, “‘Now she won’t see Jesus’” 
(160).  Although this incident dramatizes the struggle for the power over the narrator, 
the reader realizes that it is actually the struggle between the belief in Christianity and 
the traditional belief in the supernatural.  The theme of oppression, thus, becomes 
intertwined with the central conflict in the narrative.   
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 The repetition of sentences, phrases and words helps to enhance the dialogic 
quality of this conflict.  Take for instance the sentence, “The rich man gave 
Grandmother complete freedom” (51) in his house as long as she broke nothing.  The 
phrase “Grandmother had complete freedom” is repeated with other clauses like “as 
long as she performed her chores” (51) and “as long as she was like a shadow” (51-
52).  Since the narrator is transcribing the story as it is told to her, she repeats the 
phrase as her Grandmother recounts her thoughts, over and over.  An ironical twist 
emerges when she says, “Complete freedom was belonging, body and soul, and my 
grandmother had it” (52) which is lost to both the ignorant grandmother and the naïve 
narrator.  However at the conclusion the phrase “body and soul” (324) reappears to 
suggest oppression.  This theme is woven into the narrative through the repetition of 
certain images.  For instance the word “knife” first mentioned by the Grandmother, is 
demanded by the narrator before she runs away. 
The charred handle fits my palm like a homecoming, the blade sheaths into its 
special pouch in my gown.  All the years of the knife’s passing from hand to hand 
presses against my belly.  Like the lover’s ghostly message her knife too has 
travelled a convoluted route: from the rich man to my grandmother to my mother 
to the Lizard Boy to the Old Priest to the bully to me.  (328) 
 
The lover’s “shimmering” gown and “footprints” take on great significance as the 
narrative unfolds.  In fact, both the images act like a leitmotif to invoke the 
supernatural while at the same time remaining tied to the natural world.  It is only 
after reading the entire novel that the reader realizes how these images have their 
place in the action, and are a preparation for what is to come, the full significance of 
which cannot be apparent until the novel has reached its end. 
 The conflict between the two belief systems takes on an ironical twist when 
the narrator introduces the fascination of terror among the convent girls. 
The terror of the ghosthouse is a terror worth risking the wrath of the nuns.  It’s 
a terror like the one that courses through convent girls’ bodies as they lean against 
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the wire fence looking at the road winding to the lights of the city, watching the 
trucks of soldiers tumbling past.  It’s a terror like the soldiers waving and winking 
broadly and convent girls raising their hands aflutter, winking broadly back.  It’s 
like the one that chases after them … jostling each other as they scream.  (48) 
 
The syntactical parallelism and repetitions are at every point organizing and 
presenting the facts of the narrative in a way which emphasizes the underlying theme 
of the fascination of the supernatural. 
In the blanketed dark, the terror changes from something that snaps to 
something that licks at the backs of convent girls’ necks.  The terror licks with 
long slow licks, and drips down their skin like warm coconut sugar.  Like an icicle 
drop.  (48) 
 
Terror is personified here, having the power to stir sensations similar to those that 
excite pleasure in young girls.  Yahp explores the attraction of the supernatural from a 
young girl’s point of view.  “Humans, it appears, are born with a kind of fear of the 
unknown which verges on awe.  Thus, the attraction of supernatural horror is that it 
provokes a sense of awe which confirms a deep-seated human conviction about the 
world, viz., that it contains vast unknown forces” (Carroll 162).  This sense of awe is 
exploited in the use of magic realism, to conclude her narration. 
There’s a wild whistling above our heads, a rush of wind.  I turn for a last look 
at the bully slumped on her knees, shaking her fist.  I run to the foot of the hill, the 
edge of the jungle, my long hair flowing, the lover’s gown waterfalling in my 
wake.  The lover’s gown shimmers like water in sunlight and wind.  I run to start 
the next cycle.  The lover clings to my hand like a promise, her hand fits the palm 
of my hand … Our thirst is a scraping that makes us run and run.  (329) 
 
The verbal repetition and syntactical parallelism help to create the atmosphere 
suitable for such a conclusion. 
The strategic use of the ballad-like rhythm of the sentences and a series of 
identically structured clauses reveal that the narrator is also shaped by a Western-
orientated English education with Christian tradition.  A good example is when the 
ghost of the lover is introduced into the narrative.  
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She stands as if she has been standing forever, the stairs just climbed, one hand 
curled over the banister rail.  The lover stands in moonlight even in the middle of 
the day.  In moonlight she stands whitened, even her black hair whitened.  She 
stands draped in a plain white gown that fountains round her feet.  The whispers 
have never seen the lover’s feet. Her step is as light as breathing, her touch like a 
kiss of air.  (47) 
 
These sentences connote an atmosphere of mystery, because the colour white is an 
object of some vague symbolism of a ghostly nature.  But the suspense is heightened 
by the rhythm of sentences which echo well-known English ballads.  While these 
patterns of words and word order and the rhythms and cadences, create a supernatural 
dimension to the narrative, they also show the influence that the supernatural in the 
English literary tradition has on the narrator. 
Yahp maintains the hesitation between naturalistic and supernatural 
explanation by making the evidence for a supernatural hypothesis through an old 
woman who is almost ninety-eight years old. 
   My grandmother believes in ghosts.  She believes in gods and spirits and 
demons.  She is old now, so sometimes she mixes them.  When she was younger, 
she had an extra eye. ‘Where?  Where, Grandmother?  I ask and ask, but she can 
never be sure.  (11) 
 
The unreliability of the Grandmother’s story is an important aspect of the narration.  
This lack of certainty is further emphasized when she tells the story of how she got 
the charms.  Yahp uses the typical confusion of gender markers, typical among the 
Chinese who use a low variety of English, effectively here, to throw doubt on the 
authenticity of her story. 
   ‘Many years later,’ she says.  ‘He was different, but I knew her.  I remembered 
my promise, and took her hand, which was as cold as ice.’ 
   The bully and I scratch our heads ‘Grandmother!’ we cry.  ‘What are you saying?  
Was he a he or a she?’ 
   ‘Aiya, haven’t you been listening?’  Grandmother scolds …. ‘Aiya, both!’ she 
cackles ‘He was both!’  (297) 
 
This view of the Grandmother is underscored when she talks of aches: “these were 
aches that lurked in the chest cavity, that leapt suddenly to tighten the back of the 
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neck: the aches of an overwhelming desire.  Of a curse gone wrong” (224).  The 
Mother intervenes and tells the girls while the Grandmother sleeps, “‘Don’t pay 
attention, girls’ … ‘Your Grandmother is old now, that’s why she has so many 
aches!’” (224). On the other hand, the reader vacillates between the two 
interpretations, recognizing a germ of truth in both. 
 Yahp in using a complex narrative technique of relating the story of the ghost-
house, manages to give an ironical view of a traditional belief system of the Malays 
and Chinese.  By making the Grandmother and the Mother tell the story in bits and 
pieces without ever coming to a conclusion, two belief systems are juxtaposed.  
   The bully is resigned to gulping stories section by section, she is learning to 
listen like shooting photos, seeing life frozen a moment at a time.  The pattern 
made by shuffling the stories together is interesting.  The blank spaces in her 
newest album are as valuable as the photos they frame.  Nowadays, unlike the 
nuns, the bully thinks stories are full of inconsiderations, and it’s only real life that 
tries to make them fit.  (322) 
 
Like the Bully, the reader accepts the novel’s dénouement.  The ironical twist, of the 
narrator’s metamorphosis into a crocodile, leaves room for pleasurable indecision and 
serves not merely to heighten the drama but to underline its thematic significance. 
   In her arms I am a shape turning.  I am a shape now suddenly long and scaly, 
now bloating, now ridged with spikes.  Still the bully grips.  When I turn to face 
her my teeth are long and pointed … The way my jaws click in and out, and then I 
swish my tail and widen my mouth to hiss my thirst, and the bully’s face is 
pale … The bully knows if she doesn’t let go there will be teethmarks on her skin.  
(329) 
 
As the narrator escapes with a new gained freedom, the reader accepts this marvellous 
event as a possibility.  However, there is a hesitation whether to accept it as a 
conclusive evidence of supernatural machinations or a figurative expression of a 
naturalistic phenomenon.  The narrator’s escape is from the oppression of both the 
Bully and the Grandmother.  This act of defiance can be seen as the fury of the 
crocodile, “that starts out slow, that boils and bubbles, and hitches its back against the 
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weight of all the jokes and jibes, the petty slights and discriminations accumulated 
over the years; all the back-bitings, jealousies and injustices involved in the scramble 
for favour, the aches of being owned body and soul” (324).  Here the reader 
recognizes a serious message underlying this fantasy. 
 The speaking voice of the narrator in Standard English is the dominant one in 
the novel, although she thinks she merely transcribes what is told to her. 
‘Understand?’ Grandmother asks, peering over my shoulder as I painstakingly 
loop and thread her words onto paper … Some days her words are too heavy, they 
press on my shoulders, on my pen until the nib curls inwards and snaps.  (189) 
 
In fact, as the novel draws to a conclusion, both the voices, the Grandmother’s and the 
Mother’s, fade away and the narrator’s voice takes the reader into confidence. 
The croc doesn’t burn up the past, he sifts through it like treasure.  His fury 
always comes as a shock, even when one has been watching and waiting for years.  
It hits like a sudden jungle wind, shaking the trunks of giant trees, churning the 
earth at their roots.  Sometimes it bubbles to the skin surface, it’s a terror like 
sudden hairs sprouting, sudden roundings and softening of flesh.  (324 –325) 
 
The reader feels this is a description of a girl growing to womanhood, and the “croc” 
is the young man who changes the narrator’s world. 
Face-to-face the croc and I run our hands over each other, our face-to-face skins 
hold no terrors, each hump and crack, is touched tenderly, is shivery with the 
acknowledgment of hump and crack; with discovery, not fear.  When the 
crocodile fury hits there’s a wild urge to run.  The in-between time is over; the 
child shed, the young woman assumed.  Everything, the view out the window, the 
ground, the air, the world, is irrevocably changed.  (325) 
 
The writer represents the familiar sexual attraction in an unfamiliar way and the 
impact of such a description is the sensation of physical attraction as it is perceived 
and not as it is told to the narrator. 
 The use of the present tense in the narrative discourse moves the narrator from 
the day to day world towards an unknown moment in the future when she is able to 
liberate herself from both belief systems, the Grandmother’s and the Mother’s.  
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Yahp’s use of magic realism to conclude the narration is effective, as the narrative 
hinges on both the naturalistic and the supernatural.  Hence, although it is a realistic 
narrative of a young girl in search of the story of the ghost-house, the conclusion of 
the impossible event of her turning into a crocodile and running away with a ghost 
could be a kind of metaphor for her escape from the control of both belief systems. 
Like Baratham, Yahp relies on the levels of lectal use of the variety of English 
spoken in Malaysia to suggest the existence of more than one linguistic group.  
Although there is no suggestion of an Indian community, through the organization of 
the sounds, the inflections and rhythm of Singapore-Malayan English, from the low to 
the prestigious, used by the various characters in the novel, Yahp reinforces that the 
narrative is actually taking place in an environment where both Malays and Chinese 


















The backdrop to Lloyd Fernando’s second novel Green is the Colour (1993) is 
the aftermath of the racial riots in Malaysia on the 13th of May, 1969.  This historical 
fact is used to evoke the mounting oppression in Malaysian politics.  Fernando, in 
Green is the Colour, extrapolates from the events during the May 13th riots and their 
aftermath, a scenario which could have been foreseeable in Malaysia if bigotry and 
race hatred had continued.  The details of the violence that prevail in the novel are 
used to highlight the atmosphere and mood that permeate a society where there are 
racial and religious tensions.  The third-person narrator shifts the perspective through 
the perceptions and thoughts of four major characters to develop the theme of racial 
hatred and religious intolerance.   
 By shifting the view-point through multiple characters, the writer creates a 
multiplicity of voices engaged in an internal ‘dialogue’ that deals with the thematic 
core of the discourse.  This dialogue, while it gives the reader a fuller understanding 
of the main character Dahlan, reveals the attitude of each character towards the racial 
issues of the society.  Dahlan is to be understood against the background made up of 
contradictory value judgments.  The reader first hears Yun Ming’s thoughts on 
Dahlan: 
   He’s determined to be juvenile.  It was easy for him to talk.  Just attack 
everything.  Just like the mat sallehs.  Everything they want to say about us, you 
say for them.  No need for them to say anything.  Dahlan will speak.  Just criticize 
everything we do.  Dahlan was going on as if there had never been any change.  
There was no originality in him.  He was just an imitation radical.  A colonial 
product to the end.  (8) 
 
The free indirect speech above is an interior monologue that forms the initial value 
judgment of Dahlan.  Yun Ming’s use of the Malay phrase “mat sallehs”, a derogatory 
term for the white man, is significant here, for Yun Ming transfers his hatred for the 
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colonials to Dahlan, who he sees as their mouthpiece.  However, Sara gives a slightly 
different interpretation of Dahlan as she talks to Yun Ming: “He’s quite frank, that I 
know.  Even in school he spoke out” (12).  In their conversation about Dahlan, Yun 
Ming says, 
   “Some people love to hear him.  Others hate his guts.  He talks about racial 
matters, religion – have you heard him speak on religion?  That seminar some 
months ago, were you here?  My God, he really made people angry.”  (13) 
 
Although Yun Ming tries to be objective here in his evaluation of Dahlan, the reader 
knows what he actually thinks.  So Sara’s remark, “Those who don’t know him can 
easily misunderstand him”, pinpoints the underlying tension in the narrative.  Later in 
their discussion about Dahlan, Yun Ming explains his behaviour to Sara, who has not 
seen Dahlan for the last eight years. 
   “That’s why you don’t understand.  He’s changed.  You know he had a 
breakdown in university?  He was in hospital for a spell.” 
   “Why?  For how long?” 
   “Not long.  Things were all right after he got married.  For a while.  When he 
came back from England after studying law he wouldn’t settle down.  The big 
firms were after him, one even offered him an immediate partnership.  It seems he 
gave that firm an obscene reply.  He’s got his own firm now.  You should see it.  
A real hole. He wants to help the masses, I suppose.”  (18 – 19) 
 
Yun Ming’s sarcasm tells more about Dahlan’s altruistic nature.  Sara, who is baffled 
by Yun Ming’s role in Dahlan’s affairs, says bluntly, 
   “Do you mean if he comes up here and speaks to people saying, don’t desecrate 
this shrine, you’ll put him in?”  but the look on his face made her feel as if she had 
said something frivolous.  (29) 
 
However, the reader’s response to this is coloured by what others say of Yun Ming.  
First, Dahlan insults him by saying, “‘Those who lick arse shall be shat upon’” (8) 
and Phyllis, Yun Ming’s English wife, tells him, “‘It’s funny the way you kow-tow’” 
(69).  Phyllis’s use of the Hokkien word “kow-tow”, shows her familiarity with Yun 
Ming’s community but her accusation states her integrity.  However, when Vikram 
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Toh asks at Yun Ming’s farewell dinner, ‘“What’s the difference between faithful 
service and ball carrying?’” (77), the reader begins to have doubts about Yun Ming. 
On the other hand, Panglima, the Political Secretary to the Minister of Home 
Affairs, Yun Ming’s boss, tells Sara and her father Lebai Hanafiah, that Yun Ming 
“‘works very hard’” (34).  However, his statement that Yu Ming can be trusted “‘just 
like our people’” (34) reveals his racial bias.  This comment follows after he gives his 
view of Dahlan. 
   “Dahlan means well.  But he is just a Western liberal.  He is thinking this 
country is like the steps of Senate House in the University of London.  He wants 
to be a martyr and, you know what?  I guarantee he will be one if he does not look 
out, you see if I am wrong.  He thinks he can just stand up and shout to make 
everybody listen to him.  (33) 
 
What is problematic here is the speech of Panglima.  Is he speaking in Malay or 
English?  Since all the three are Malays, wouldn’t they be speaking in Malay and not 
English?  However, since all the three are educated, it is possible that they are 
speaking in Standard English.  Sara listens to these comments and hears both the 
“objectivity” in the words and the “bitter venom” in the “monotone” (33) which 
reveals his prejudice.  The reader however is told that Panglima likes to batter women; 
that he lusts after Sara, and is a feudal lord grasping for power. 
Against these value judgments, the reader is given an account of Dahlan’s 
activities and his efforts to help those in trouble.  First he tries to bury the unclaimed 
body of “Neelambigai alias Fatimah binti Abdullah,” whose body “neither her 
relatives nor the Religious Department would claim” (55).  He is thwarted in his 
humanitarian effort by bureaucracy.  Later, when he tries to defend Ti Shuang, the 
leader of a Chinese religious sect, who was arrested along with his followers while 
conducting a prayer meeting, Dahlan confronts similar difficulties.  Driven by his 
failed attempts, he speaks out on the topic of “religious intolerance from the steps of 
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St. Peter’s Church in Malacca” (66).  The reader’s view of Dahlan changes at this 
point in the narrative.  Although his humanitarian efforts draw positive reactions, the 
reader questions his foolhardiness in trying to stick out his neck to correct the wrongs 
in a society where there is no political will to so do, a society where no one dares to 
speak their mind.  However, history has shown that such reckless people do exist.  
The inspiration for the novel, according to a note from the writer, was “an episode in 
Misa Melayu, an eighteenth-century Malay literary and historical classic by Raja 
Chulan Ibni Raja Hamid” (195) where feudal power intrudes into private life.  The 
portrayal of Dahlan shows that in every society there surfaces, from time to time, 
someone who is prepared to challenge the status quo, however risky, like the 
character from Misa Melayu.  
However, the plain-clothes men who interview him in the “Special Branch 
Office in Klang” (66) sees him as a “communist, or a socialist”.  When Dahlan denies 
being either, they suggest that he is a “kafir”, meaning that he is unIslamic.  The use 
of the Arabic word “kafir” is significant here as this word has no real English 
equivalent.  Later Omar comments on Dahlan: 
   “He thinks he’s so brave.  He wants to be a hero.  He sees what is happening to 
this place and yet he has the heart to make more trouble.”  (90) 
 
On the other hand, Omar sees Yun Ming as a man who “went with the van taking 
goods for distribution to Malay areas” (94) at the height of the May 13th riots.  Omar’s 
views imply that Dahlan by being open-minded is being unpatriotic.  Omar’s 
comment on Yun Ming, however, reveals his own racial bias. 
The third-person narrator, by shifting the view-point through the 
consciousness of Dahlan, gives the reader the chance to see how Dahlan really thinks: 
   “All of us must make amends.  Each and every one of us has to make an 
individual effort.  Words are not enough.  We must show by individual actions 
that we will not tolerate bigotry and race hatred.”  (67)  
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This point is made to Gita, his Indian girl-friend.  The reader is told earlier what Gita 
thinks of Dahlan.  
     She found his vehemence beguiling.  She had not come across one so clearly 
bent on wasting the chances that had been thrown his way.  In an age when major 
revolutions were over, he was interested in making gestures, he wanted attention.  
(61) 
 
Against this backdrop of accusations, the reader hears Dahlan’s own opinion of his 
activities in the refrain, “I am fooling no one but myself” (60).  This self-accusation is 
repeated four times.  They take on an extra dimension when he adds, “all my life I 
have been running away” (60), and he completes the refrain when he says, “I am 
fooling no one but myself in thinking I can change anything” (67).  In spite of this 
self-knowledge, he goes to Jerangau to give a “talk in the grounds of the Buddhist 
temple” (120).  Gita’s view of Dahlan changes drastically after his speech at Jerangau.  
Gita, now married to Dahlan, expresses her opinion: “You were really impressive – in 
an eerie way” (123).  Her grudging admiration is followed by a detailed recall of the 
content of his speech.  She concludes by saying, 
     “Finally you said, we should never accept that we are fated to be victims.  If 
we did, it would be our fault.  We cannot blame race, background, the government, 
history or the position of the stars for our condition, however bad it may be.  We 
should not wait until the final calamity was upon us.  We must rise up and attack 
every encroachment on our freedom.”  (124) 
 
By using this indirect manner to reveal the content of his speech, the writer avoids 
having to give a vernacular transcription of Dahlan’s speech, which most likely was in 
Malay.  He is beaten up after his talk and later incarcerated and tortured.  The 
representation of these events is conveyed with a certain detachment.  The reader’s 
sympathy for Dahlan is muted, as it is more intellectual than emotional. 
 The varying views in the internal ‘dialogue’ of the novel help to form the 
reader’s response to Dahlan.  At the close of the narrative, when he appears in a vision 
 132
to Sara, who has, in her pain, receded into “the small-room inside her head” (185), he 
is seen in some splendour: 
   Dahlan came out of the shadow and stood in the light.  He was wearing his 
lawyer’s robes and he had on a wig. He carried a black pilot’s bag and he was 
smiling. 
   He said, “Gita is right.  Don’t give up.” 
   Sara said, “You’re free.” 
   He said, “Yes, at last.  I saw what they were doing to me.  I felt no pain.  I saw 
all the details of my life they were written on the waves of the sea…..”  (187 – 188) 
 
The positive message in the narrative is summed up in the statement he gives to Sara, 
“Don’t give up” (188).  The fact that Dahlan appears to Sara has some significance, 
for it is Sara, among all his friends, who has the greatest empathy for him.  She tells 
Yun Ming, ‘“He does things in the wrong way but he makes me feel guilty’” (147) 
and to Panglima, she says, ‘“What Dahlan did was selfless.  He is our conscience’” 
(183).  Sara suffers both physical and sexual assault from Panglima, in her effort to 
save the lives of Yun Ming and Dahlan.  So it is fitting that Dahlan appears to her to 
save her from despair.  I agree with Neil Khor that Dahlan is a “hero-martyr” (Khor 
22) figure.  In fact the internal dialogue makes the reader react to the character with 
sympathy for he is capable of religious and racial tolerance in a multi-racial society. 
 The variety of English and other languages used by the characters serve to 
construct a multilingual environment.  The writer juxtaposes Standard English, used 
by the educated elite, with a low variety of English, spoken by a number of characters.  
For instance, Sara and Gita use a low variety of English when they talk to each other, 
although both of them are lecturers at the English Department in a university in Kuala 
Lumpur.  The third-person narrator informs the reader that Sara and Gita “had been to 
school together” (37) and “in private” they “slipped back to the old Malaysian English 
lingo” (37).  A good example is when Sara returns from Sayong:   
 “Where have you been?  Balik kampong, ah?  In the middle of term.  Must 
be something important or – is anything wrong?” 
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         “I’m okay, la.  Just had to see my father.” 
         “Why?  What is the matter?” 
         “It’s nothing.  He’s okay.” 
   “Why didn’t you tell me you were going off?  The next day only I knew.  Your 
students were waiting outside your door.  You had a tutorial.  You forgot ah?”  (36) 
 
This conversation serves a dual purpose.  The use of the particle “la” establishes their 
intimacy.  The omission of a question marker and the use of the particle “ah” indicate 
that they are speaking in a low variety of English.  The code-switching, however, 
shows not only Gita’s desire to identify with her Malay friend but also the 
camaraderie between them.  This touches on the theme of racial tolerance, a leitmotif 
that runs through the novel. 
Safiah, who had dropped out of school after Secondary Four, on the other 
hand, speaks to Sara in a low variety, because that is the only English she knows. 
“And you, what about you?  You don’t have to tell me, ’dik.  I know.  This 
kind of news everyone knows, it spreads fast you know, macam api dalam sekam.  
Don’t worry.  If he loves you he will join us.  I heard they arrested you.  Both of 
you?  And let you go?  You escaped?  Ala, ’dik – don’t stand there in the 
verandah.’  (156) 
 
Here, the code-mixing comes naturally to Safiah.  The Malay proverb helps to express 
her thoughts more succinctly.  By addressing Sara as “’dik”, an abbreviation for 
“adik,” which means, younger sister, she establishes her closeness with Sara.  The 
omission of a question marker shows that she is using a low variety of English. 
 The purpose of Yun Ming’s use of “lah” when he talks to Tengku Sabariah, 
one of his clerical staff, is quite different from the “la” used by Sara when talking to 
Gita. 
   “So many days you’re looking serious, come near you also, I’m scared.” 
         “Got work lah, Tengku.” 
   “I think so you have a friend.  Am I right?”  She did not stop for an answer.  
“See?  I know I am right.”  (16) 
 
The change of register in Yun Ming’s speech is in deference to her poor command of 
the English language. 
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Minor characters like Neelambigai’s sister who says to Dahlan in a low variety 
of English, “‘She converted already, how can to bury her.  You want to bury – bury 
la!’” (56), shows the underlying fear in the society concerning Islam.  Chew who asks 
Gita, “‘Don’t mind if I ask uh,’ … ‘Have you converted already?  If not, better you 
don’t show yourselves too much’” (122), not only suggest that English of a low 
variety was used widely before 1970 for inter-racial communication but also the 
existence of fear in the society about inter-religious marriages.  The use of the adverb 
“already” as a marker of perfective aspect, is common among the speakers of 
Singapore-Malayan English.  A more telling voice is heard when Yun Ming gives 
Sara a lift after the concert.  While discussing Dahlan’s lack of sensitivity, 
   A voice shouted, “Cheh!  Don’t know how to pray, cannot let other people pray 
also.  Next time you better look out, I put some shit in your place.  Then only you 
will know.”  (14) 
 
The exclamation “Cheh!” is a popular Malay word of disgust used in Malayan-
Singapore English.  This outburst not only shows that the use of a low variety was 
prevalent in the urban areas of the peninsula, but also the lack of religious tolerance.  
This theme is later highlighted when Yun Ming tells Sara about the desecration of “an 
old Hindu shrine which had been discovered in an archaeological dig some years ago” 
(28). 
A variety of English is also used for official purposes.  For instance, when 
Omar and Sara drive up to Jerangau, a soldier questions Omar about the travel pass.  
This dialogue is conducted in a variety of English.  At social events among the 
educated elite, especially if there are different races present, the main medium for 
communication is English.  Often at such social gatherings, both Standard English and 
a lower variety are used, depending very much on the educational level of the 
individual.  For instance, at Yun Ming’s farewell dinner, hosted by Wan Nurudin in 
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Panglima’s house, Esther speaks in a low variety, while Yun Ming uses Standard 
English. 
   Esther said, “Some soldiers, uh, they came into Chow Kit, make it only worse.  
Started shooting for nothing.  People just running home scared also, they shoot.” 
   Vikram said, “The soldiers came later.” 
   Yun Ming said, “That’s right.  After the trouble started, the Chinese were out for 
revenge.  Many Malays were killed that night and the next morning.”  (79) 
 
Neither Vikram nor Yun Ming changes their register because Esther, whose command 
of the English is poor, has the same social status. 
 Vernacular transcription is used as a strategy when other languages enter the 
narration.  For instance when Yun Ming gives Sara a lift after the concert, the writer 
signals the change from English to Cantonese.   
   The figure said in Cantonese, “Indians are attacking shops.  Near the rail 
crossing.  What for, don’t know.”  The figure bent lower, angling his head as he 
peered into the car and stared at Sara.  “She’s Chinese or Malay? Malay not safe, 
you know.  She’s Malay better you wait a while, let other car go first.”  (12) 
 
This speech is a translation from Cantonese.  Here the speaker uses Cantonese 
because he sees a fellow Chinese.  But sometimes Cantonese is spoken by the Chinese 
when the person is in a stressful situation, 
   A soldier had leaped out of a military jeep and dragged one of the passengers 
out of the bus.  “Why, why, I haven’t done anything.  What for?”  the passenger 
was screaming in Cantonese as he was dragged away.  (75) 
 
However, a Chinese would use Bazaar Malay for conducting business.  A good 
example of this is when Omar and Sara enter a food shop in a small village.  Here the 
writer gives a vernacular transcription: 
   “No, encik”, the matronly woman who ran the place said in broken Malay to 
Omar.  They didn’t have mee rebus, “Why not try other things? Fried mee-hoon 
got, fried rice got.  Sotong”  She trailed off looking expectantly.  She had on a 
faded samfoo, the trousers rolled up to her calves.  “Everything here is halal, you 
know, I can make for you very fast.”  (89) 
 
The writer, however, does not translate the old woman at the lodging house for she 
speaks directly in Malay: “Tada, tada’, several times ‘Ada orang, yo.  Jaga baik-
 136
baik’” (151).  The writer conveys the underlying fear and tension in the society 
through her use of Bazaar Malay.  Instead of the Malay word, “tiada” she uses “tada” 
and the use of particle “yo” from a Chinese dialect, places her speech as Bazaar 
Malay.  The staccato rhythm of her speech shows that she is a probably a Chinese 
speaking a low variety of Malay. 
I agree with a critic’s comment that the novel is “liberally sprinkled with 
Malay words and phrases” (Quayum 173).  Many of these loan words or borrowings 
are however usually nouns that readers from this region are familiar with. Words like 
satay (58), relongs (24), sawah (24), kampung (19), nasi padang (17), rendang (18), 
balai raya (23), gasing (26), padi (26), pinang (26), kedai (27), sarong (62), 
bumiputras, and songkok (63) are commonly used by non-Malays.  But more 
importantly, the “technique of selective lexical fidelity which leaves some words 
untranslated in the text is more widely used device for conveying the sense of cultural 
distinctiveness” (Ashcroft et al. 64).  The more unusual words like “ceramah” (107) 
and “muhibah” (20) have contextual clues.  A more technical noun like “penyakit 
merah” is made clear with an explanation that forms part of the narrative. 
   “Here’s one about penyakit merah.”  She went up close to the board and began 
reading it. 
   He stood beside her and glanced at it.  “Yes.  Advise on how to prevent it from 
taking hold.  Not followed, you see.” 
   Last year there were a few rice fields overgrown with weeds and lallang.  This 
year there were going to be many more.  There is a little insect that gets into the 
padi stalk, and when that happens there is little that can be done to get them out.  
(29 – 30) 
 
A word like “murtad” has its meaning in the sentence itself: “That was murtad which 
means treachery and betrayal of religion” (105).  The use of these untranslated words 
“is a clear signifier of the fact that the language which actually informs the novel is an 
/other language” (Ashcroft et al. 64).  The presence of a multilingual environment is 
however suggested also by statements like, “Everyone relied on the words of their 
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own language” (59) and “A chorus of voices in different languages” (60).  The third-
person narrator uses two words from the Indian languages jubab (98), mamk (107) 
and dhoti (17) and a few Cantonese words like “wok” (73), “kow-tow” (69) and 
Kapitan (135). 
 However, the writer leaves a sentence in Malay without translating it.  The 
office driver’s statement, “‘Masa ‘tu hebat, kak.  Saya masuk operasi jolok manggis.  
Banyak dapat.’” (94), is heard through the consciousness of Sara and left unexplained.  
But the next sentence, “There was here exulting power from which she recoiled” (94) 
gives the reader the essence of the office driver’s statement, especially since his 
remark is remembered in connection with Omar’s outspoken envy of the Chinese 
community and his current political power. 
 Occasionally, however, the reader is uncertain what language is being used.  
Take for instance, the dialogue between Omar and Bakar.  Both are Malays and 
followers of Tok Guru Bahaudin, so the reader expects them to speak in Malay.  As 
the narrator does not signal a change in the language used, the reader has to assume 
that they are speaking in Standard English.  But Bakar is not as educated as Omar.  
Hence the probability of speaking in a high variety of English seems unlikely.  Here 
the dialogue could be a vernacular transcription.  
Later, when Sara and Omar talk to Rahman, the young boy, the reader meets 
with the same problem. 
   “Rahman”, Omar raised his voice slightly.  “What’s happened?” 
   Rahman said, “Thre is a problem between Tok Guru Bahandin and Pak Zaki.” 
   “What kind of problem?  We never heard anything.” 
   “Happened yesterday, “Rahnon said.  “Tok Guru Bahaudin said that Pak Zaki is 
a trouble maker.  Tok Guru quarrelled with Pak Zaki about it.  Now we don’t 
know what is going to happen.” 
   “Where is he now?  Tok Guru Bahaudin,” 
   “I don’t know.  May be at the madrasah.”  (99 – 100) 
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The fluency of Rahman’s speech becomes a suspect.  Is this dialogue then a 
vernacular transcription?  Since the writer does not signal the change the reader has to 
consider this as a vernacular transcription of two Malays speaking in the rural areas of 
Pahang. 
 The interior monologue of Lebai Hanafiah, after his stroke, is also a 
vernacular transcription.  As there is no signalling, the reader must assume that Sara’s 
father, Lebai Hanafiah, who is a Malay Arabic scholar, is using Malay when he 
converses with Sara.  The question is, when Sara speaks to her father, is she using 
Malay or English?  Such questions, however, do not mar the understanding of the 
narrative. 
The writer increases the intensity of the narration by changing the narrative 
mode in some of the last chapters.  The writer uses Dahlan’s voice to give a personal 
account of his torture.  He whispers into Gita’s ears as he lies dying in the hospital: 
   “Everything is quiet now and I watch them from the ceiling.  There is little more 
they can do to my body which flops like a rag doll’s when they try to kick it to 
life.”  (172) 
 
His detached voice and the surrealistic image of him watching his body provoke a 
sudden intensification of sympathy for the character. 
 On the other hand, Gita’s narration of how Sara was saved from Panglima’s 
clutches has a different purpose.  By giving a detailed account of how Omar and she 
rescue Sara, the writer manages to give Omar a more sympathetic portrayal. 
   “Omar said, ‘True she is not my wife any more but she’s a human being.  I’m 
going to take her from here.  You have brought disgrace on us all.  Believe me, 
now, your days of power are ended.  I will tell them all.  I hope you will not stop 
me now.’”  (189) 
 
Omar’s courage to stand up against Panglima makes Safiah say that “‘He’s a good 
man”’ (188).  However, the reader evaluates Safiah’s statement against Sara’s father’s 
definition of good and evil.  He thinks that an evil person is one who comes between a 
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person and “love for all humanity” and is “a source of hate and destruction” (116).  
Thus the reader will have to make an independent judgment about Omar. 
 The voice of the first-person narration Sara uses creates an immediacy which 
heightens the growing sympathy for the protagonist.  The events of her capture by a 
banned group of religious extremists are given in direct speech.  Then the writer shifts 
into free indirect speech as Sara unburdens her personal feelings about her 
relationship with Omar.   
   For a long time I have been lonely.  I became aware of my loneliness when I 
realized I could no longer live with Omar.  That was in the States.  In so many 
ways we were an ideal pair, people said, blessed with good looks, intelligence and 
a little money.  Poor Omar, he is not to blame.  But when we lived together I saw 
a banality that was crushing.  (158) 
 
The third-person narrator says, “Sara found it a relief to let the words stumble out” 
(156).  This confessional mode is used to reveal Sara’s psychological make-up and 
gain her sympathy as she is the centre of the narrative. 
 The writer uses Sara’s perceptions to explain the meaning of the title of the 
novel.  It is she who “mourned the loss of the verdant green which had guided her life 
and was now obscured by prejudice and mistrust which trampled on everything she 
found worthwhile” (154).  She tells Safiah, 
   I could go down to the river and sit on the bank and imagine a world where I 
could be myself without fear.  Sheltered by the drooping branches of the angsana 
tree, surrounded by the quiet whispers of its leaves.  (158) 
 
Sara’s words remind the reader of the lines, “all that’s made / To a green thought in a 
green shade,” from Andrew Marwell’s poem, “The Garden”.  So it is through Sara’s 
eyes that the reader gets the feel of the tragedy of a nation torn apart by racial conflict 
as she is one of those who have transcended racial prejudice through a liberal 
education in English.   
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 Although the narrative begins with a historical fact, it becomes fictitious as it 
unfolds where race hatred has erupted.  The new state of violence announced by a 
loudspeaker as Yun Ming returns from Bangkok is not a historical fact. 
   The situation is under control.  My intention is to preserve the country against 
lawlessness and disorder.  The terrorists are trying to make a comeback under 
cover of political and religious parties.”  (129) 
 
Yun Ming’s brother, Chris gives a fuller description of the new violence: 
   Bomb explosions more or less simultaneously in five major towns, near temples, 
churches and mosques.  Chaotic fighting between different groups followed, but 
with rumours of police and army defections it was clear that the central 
government was no longer in control.  The country was now divided into three 
zones.  Eastern, Northern, and Southern, each claiming to be separately run.  (129 
– 130) 
 
It is Sara who gives a clue to what these zones stand for. 
   “Black areas, white areas, it really didn’t make much difference then.  I don’t 
think it makes much difference now.  Some places when I was coming back in the 
bus were just Malay places, some places Chinese places, and some places well, 
they were Malay-Chinese-Indian places.  Everywhere there were soldiers.”  (139) 
 
After the 1969 riots “black” areas were under curfew while the “white” areas 
indicated places where curfew had been lifted.  However, the writer’s use of these 
terminologies seems to suggest racial intolerance, linking them to bigotry and race 
hatred.  The new eruption of violence in the fictitious novel has split the nation into 
three sectors, along racial lines.  
 At the end of the narrative which takes place in the Southern Zone, Yun Ming 
tells Sara, “Come with me to the Eastern Zone” (194).  The reader can conclude that 
as a mixed couple, the future plan is to escape to a zone where there is a mix of 
Malays, Chinese and Indians in power.  The ending, however, is rather ambivalent.  
Sara’s thoughts: “Just like that ape” (194) is critical of Yun Ming who is insistent on 
her accompanying him.  However, the penultimate sentence, “Everything was strange 
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to them as they walked awkwardly to the jetty for the journey across” (194), evokes 
an image of a new born creature walking unsteadily, taking its first journey in life. 
The narrator, by direct rendering of the minds of the major characters in the 
very moment of thinking and feeling dramatises the underlying tensions in a 
multilingual society.  It is by organizing and presenting these voices that the writer 
manages to emphasize the central thematic preoccupation of the narrative.  The 
selective use of the strategies of code-mixing, code-switching, lexical borrowings and 
the use of the low variety of English construct the multilingual environment and 




In The Road to Chandibole (1994), Marie Gerrina Louis’s first novel, the 
writer uses the apparent romantic portrayal of a strong Tamil woman in love with a 
strong Chinese man to make a serious comment on the marginalized Tamil women 
living in the rubber estates.  What the novel suggests, then, are two levels of reading: 
one type of reader might read it as an autobiographical account of a romance, while 
the second would construct quite a different meaning.  Louis, by setting the narrative 
in the turbulent years between 1945 to 1960 in the Malay peninsula, portrays an 
historical period when the life of Tamil women living in the rubber estates were 
brutalized by the Hindu customs, their male counterparts and other women.  Hence it 
is “a serious novel which deals with various post-colonial and Marxist-feminist 
concerns” (Manaf & Quayum 411). 
Using an autobiographical narrative mode, the writer has created a female 
protagonist, Saras, who lives in the periphery of the Chandibole Estate, with six other 
families: two Tamil, one Chinese, one Malay, one Eurasian and one European, the 
manager of the estate.  The tension and suspense in the narrative is engendered by the 
portrayal of a strong woman amidst the turbulence of the Emergency, fighting her 
private battles and at the same time wrestling for the rights of the marginalized 
women in her environment. 
The writer presents the plight of the marginalized women through the 
observations of the protagonist who is the first-person narrator.  The reader is given 
an insight into the brutality that is inherent in one of the traditional Hindu customs.  
This brutality is captured by the lexical borrowings from Tamil.  The narrator uses 
untranslated Tamil words to “seize the language, re-place it in a specific cultural 
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location, and yet maintain the integrity of that Otherness” (Ashcroft et al. 77).  This 
brutal custom is witnessed by Saras: 
   Two old women got up and went to her. One held Ponni tightly down while the 
other pulled the flowers out of her hair – practically ripped them out.  Ponni 
wailed all the time but the determined women raked the girl’s hair free of every 
single bud.  Then, using the sweat on Ponni’s forehead, the woman wiped off the 
pottu.  Next, they broke all the bangles on her arms forcibly, even drawing blood 
in some places … 
   When those awful women clutched at Ponni’s thali … she screamed and went 
on screaming even when the women managed to yank the thali over her head.  (48) 
 
The brutal manner in which Ponni is socially made a widow is juxtaposed with the 
emotional and psychological damage inflicted by the custom.  The Tamil words 
appear within the framework of Standard English.  In the above passage the writer 
uses certain Tamil words which cannot be directly translated into English.  Take for 
instance the word “thali”.  This word cannot be translated into a single English word, 
as it has a symbolic meaning.  Since the concept is too complex to be contained in one 
English word, the narrator gives its meaning within parentheses: “(the symbol of 
marriage which Indian women wear hanging around their necks on gold chain or 
yellow string)” (48).  The other word is “pottu” which is explained as “(a red dot 
painted onto the forehead to signify the marital status of an Indian woman)” (48).  
Both these words are sacred to the Hindu women.  By using them, the narrator 
manages to represent the horror going through the mind of a woman deprived of the 
status which these symbols provide her.  Earlier in the narrative the disaster of 
widowhood is depicted in the portrayal of Vali, Saras’s mother.  After her husband’s 
death, Vali is reduced to earning a living by becoming a rubber-tapper.  By using the 
lexical borrowings from Tamil, the narrator foregrounds the cultural distinctiveness of 
this traditional brutality practised by the Hindu Tamils.  The ritual of stripping the 
marital status has a strong impact on the fifteen year-old Saras, the narrator.  Years 
later, in a similar ritual, she intervenes before it starts: 
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… they were just beginning to break her glass bangles. 
   ‘Stop it!  The girl wants to be left alone!’ 
   If  I’d have any doubt about Saroja’s feelings, they were laid to rest the moment 
I saw the relief in her face.  She wanted to mourn her husband but not like that.  
(239) 
 
Since there is no signalling to indicate what language is being used, the reader must 
assume that the dialogue must be in English, especially because all the speakers at this 
ritual are proficient in English.   
The marginalized Tamil women in the rubber estates face other kinds of 
humiliation as well.  Wife-battering is one of them.  The narrator’s ability to speak in 
Tamil becomes an asset when she tries to help the female rubber-tappers who are 
abused by their husbands.  These women passively put up with the private violence in 
their homes because, 
   These male domination doctrines were too deeply ingrained in their upbringing.  
Their grandfathers beat their grandmothers and their fathers beat their mothers so 
they sort of expect that sort of thing from their husbands.  (212) 
 
Even after realising this, the narrator tries to counsel the women: “I was trying to talk 
to two women about this one day and why it was so wrong.  My Tamil is fluent 
enough when there is something I specifically want to say” (213).  Hence the dialogue 
between the narrator and the two Tamil women are vernacular transcriptions: 
     ‘Some men have to prove they are men, real men, and so they beat their 
women … 
‘We put up with the beating because in the end, all we want are our husbands and 
the food they put on the table.  Sometimes, many days go by without any beatings 
and on those days, we are happy.  That is enough.’  (213 – 214) 
 
This dialogue reveals an important fact about the marginalized women.  It is their 
perception of the role of men and their own dependency that creates the condition for 
their willingness to accept the abuse.  When Mrs Suppiah tells Saras, “‘If she can bear 
the weight of my son every night, she can bear this’” (113), it prompts Saras to say to 
Saroja: 
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   ‘How can you take all this so calmly?’   
She smiled and said softly, ‘It is my lot in life and I must accept it.’ 
   ‘You don’t have to accept anything! … Can’t you talk to Bala and win him 
over?’ 
      She shook her head sadly.  ‘He only believes his mother and … and … he …’  
      ‘He what?  Tell me Saroja!’ 
      ‘He might beat me.’ 
      ‘Has he started to beat you then?  You’ve only been married two months and 
Bala is beating you.’  (113 – 114) 
 
Here again, it is the mentality of the woman which makes her a victim.  Although 
Saroja is not a rubber-tapper, her life is brutalized because her mother-in-law 
condones it. 
 The narrative portrays how women inflict pain on other women, especially 
mothers-in-law.  The most pathetic character is Vali, Saras’s mother, who is bullied 
by her husband and Persue, mother of her husband, Muthiah.  By taunting Saras with 
comments like, ‘“That bastard child’, ‘The girl with a loose mother’ and ‘The girl 
with the runaway father’” (5) she humiliates and destroys Vali’s self-esteem, slowly.  
As a breadwinner after Muthiah’s death, Vali is driven out of her mind when her only 
son Ganesh joins the insurgents. 
 Misery is also created by men who drink “samsu” (175).  Rasathi, wife of 
Mukundan, a rubber-tapper, tells Saras about her suffering.  
     ‘How can I feed my children if my husband won’t give me enough money? … 
Neelamani is sick and I don’t have money for medicine.  How will I manage in 
the future when the children have to go to school?’  (176) 
 
Here the writer indicates that the conversation is in Tamil.  The phrase “I asked in 
Tamil” (175) indicates this.  The use of the Malay word “samsu” instead of a Tamil 
word shows that it was a alcoholic drink of local origin.  The irresponsibility of men, 
addicted to “samsu” was a constant threat to the marginalized women in the rubber-
estates, for they lived beyond the jurisdiction of the Social Welfare, in the time period 
in which the narrative takes place.   
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 Sexual exploitation by men created a different kind of misery for the 
marginalized women.  Saras, as an illegitimate child of a poor rubber-tapper, is 
offered the position of a “mistress” by two men, who have known her all her life, 
when her marriage plans fail to materialize.  The first offer comes from the manager, 
Mr Phillips. 
‘Bloody bombshells Saras, you’re no innocent!  You surely know what I’m 
talking about?’ 
Another one who thought I slept around. 
‘If it’s marriage you have in mind Mr Phillips, I’m all ears.  If not, I’m not 
interested.’  (104) 
 
Later, her brother’s playmate, Bala, proposes but when his parents refuse to give 
permission, he offers her another position: “I would be his even if I had to be a 
mistress he said” (105).  Saras, is also portrayed as one of the marginalized women.  
The secret relationship of Mr Phillips with the dumb and deaf sister of Tjun King, 
who works in his house, is revealed when Nancy Danker starts to flirt with manager. 
   ‘Easy’, said Mrs Maniam drily.  ‘The girl is obviously besotted with him.  The 
man should be ashamed of himself!’ 
‘I wonder how Mr. Tjun will react to this,’ I said … 
Nancy’s hands flew to her face.  ‘I’d forgotten about Tjun King.  What shall I tell 
him?’  (118) 
 
The dialogue is in Standard English since Nancy, a Eurasian, would consider it 
impolite to speak a low variety of English to Mrs Maniam as she is an older person.  
Later in the narrative when Tjun King’s house is set on fire, Tjun Mei, the mute, 
commits suicide, which makes the protagonist think: 
  But inside me a voice chided.  She knew what she was doing.  She didn’t want to 
live.  To her, the fire was a blessed release.  Freedom from life’s weary demands.  
(186) 
 
Nancy Danker and the protagonist Saras stand in contrast to these weak women in a 
multilingual environment. 
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 Code-switching is one of the strategies that the writer uses to represent the 
multilingual nature of the society. 
‘Saras!  Praise be Allah, you are here!  Take Ainun with you, please’ … 
‘Nancy, take Ainun and the baby back with you Hashim? 
‘I can’t leave my shop Saras.’ 
‘Hashim, jangan!’ (Hashim, don’t) wailed Ainun. 
‘Jangan takut, Nun,’ (Don’t be afraid, Nun) he soothed her before running with 
me back to Jalan Nombor Ganjil.  (57) 
 
The writer provides glossing to explain the Malay used by the characters.  However, 
the “strategy of glossing … nevertheless signifies the self-conscious processes of 
language variation in which the text is engaged” (Ashcroft et al. 56) hence rarely used 
by writers.  Hashim’s English is slightly problematic here.  The reader may wonder 
why a variety of English wasn’t used.  It is possible that Hashim is an English-
educated man, who runs a restaurant, and is married to an non-English educated, 
Ainun.  The use of Malay, however, places the narrative as taking place in Malaysia.  
Malay words like parang (51), Tuan (80), Zirafah (143), seladang (252), buka puasa 
(337) also imply this.  The words lalang, makan and samsu are used a number of 
times.  All these words, used without translation, make the reader feel that Malay is 
widely used in the environment.  Hence it is possible for Ainun to speak directly to 
Saras in Malay: ‘“Tidak apa, minum saja’” (35).  This invitation in Malay suggests 
that Saras is not only well-liked by her Malay neighbour but also understands and 
speaks Malay. 
 However, the narrator establishes that Saras comes from a Tamil speaking 
family early in the narrative.  The dialogue between Saras and Peruse, Vali’s mother-
in-law, is in Tamil for the narrator says “the old woman only spoke that tongue 
[Tamil]” (21).  Hence in her narration, it is natural for her to use certain Tamil words 
like the kinship terms which are always in their mother-tongue.  Words like Appa (90), 
Anna (81), Amma (95), Patti (21), and Akka (183) learnt in childhood remain with the 
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speakers of Tamil, however fluent they become in English. The narrator likewise 
makes use of these terms.  However, the word Thambi, (237) another kinship word, is 
used ironically in the novel: 
     Her leading rooster was a black, handsome fellow they called ‘Thambi’ which 
though in Tamil means ‘younger brother’, seemed appropriate for him.  Of course, 
Bala got teased a lot by Ganesh and Ravi about how the rooster was actually his 
younger brother.  (236 – 237) 
 
The narrator also uses certain lexical borrowings as a strategy to express certain 
concepts which would be lost in translation.  For instance the word “Yemen” (82) 
translates into “devil”.  However, this translation fails to capture the full significance 
of the word to a Tamil person.  The word actually means the spirit from the 
underworld who comes at the time when one is about to die.  It is the herald of death.  
The reader is forced to face the complexity of language and understand why the 
narrator who speaks Standard English still uses them.  Her ability to use Standard 
English comes from the fact that she and her friends were tutored by Mrs Danker, a 
Eurasian teacher.  Although Saras comes from a Tamil speaking rubber-tapper’s 
family, her friendship with Nancy, Mrs Danker’s daughter, makes her fluent in 
English.  
However, the narrator uses Tamil words to inscribe the cultural difference.  In 
describing the funeral ceremony the narrator uses certain Tamil words connected to 
the ritual.  When Ganesh, the narrator’s half-brother, commits suicide, his friend Ravi 
is asked to perform a rite:   
   Ravi was first taken into one of the rooms and asked to strip.  Wearing only a 
white veshti which is similar to a sarong, he went with the group of the estate men, 
carrying my brother’s body with them.   
   We didn’t go as women weren’t allowed to either do the kolli or witness it.  I 
only knew the essential part and that is, when the mantras were over, Ravi would 
be given a lighted stick with which he would light the funeral pyre.  (85)  
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The narrator uses the Tamil word “veshti”, a white cloth of two and half metres long 
which men tie round their waist, and the word “kolli”, the formal ceremony of setting 
alight the funeral pyre, since neither words have an English equivalent.  The Tamil 
words “tholan” and “tholi” that are used in the description of the marriage ceremony 
have also no corresponding English equivalent.  The term “tholan” is a complex one 
because of the customs and obligations that are associated with the word.  This is 
pointed out by the narrator: 
   Around me, the women kept saying what a handsome couple the groom and his 
tholan made.  By the way, his tholan was Ravi himself.  Ravi who had become 
our brother when Letchumi stood as Lalitha’s tholi.  (153) 
 
Although the other Tamil words agni, maravarai and jippa can be easily replaced 
with English equivalents the narrator’s purpose in using them is to inscribe cultural 
difference.  Since the marriage ceremony directly involves the narrator, not only does 
the reader see all the action through her eyes, but many of the comments are in effect 
comments on her perception of her bridegroom, who is a Chinese. 
   At the crucial part of the ceremony, the priest gently explained to Tjun King, 
how to tie the thali around my neck.  I forced a grin back when I heard Tjun King 
double-check that he had to make three knots exactly. 
    When the tempo of the music changed, the priest nodded and handed him the 
yellow string with the precious little gold nugget hanging in the middle … 
   Next, as part of the ceremony, I held Tjun King’s hand and we circled the holy 
fire three times … Tjun King told me to note that customs dictated that man lead 
the woman around the fire.  I told him to shut up, thereby shocking the priest.  
(155) 
 
The incident reveals that Saras would not allow her husband to subjugate her like the 
marginalized women of the rubber-estate.  Although the events described in this 
passage are the description of any traditional marriage ceremony the use of Tamil 
words have an important function “in inscribing difference.  They signify a certain 
cultural experience which they cannot hope to reproduce … they are directly 
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metonymic of that cultural difference which is imputed by the linguistic variation 
(Ashcroft et al. 53).  
The cultural difference is also evoked through the use of Tamil names for 
mythological figures.  In giving a detailed account of a festival, Kartbigai, which 
celebrates the victory of good over evil, the narrator says, “According to the legend, 
little lamps were lit to signify peace and harmony prevailing after Lord Muruga 
defeated the villain Asura” (357).  The allusion to “Lord Muruga” and “Asura” 
registers the cultural difference.  Some Tamil words like saar (51), mandur (51) and 
briyani (310), which are commonly used in the rubber estate, have similar function in 
the narrative. 
Besides the borrowings from Tamil, the narrator makes a point of mentioning 
that the Tamil language was the dominant language in the homes of the Tamil people 
although they spoke Standard English.  The argument between Ravi and his parents, 
although not signalled, must have been in Tamil, since Saras overhears it, walks into 
their midst and confronts them with, “‘Don’t bother, I heard everything’” (97).  Her 
thoughts at this moment imply that the argument was in Tamil:   
     I wouldn’t speak to them in Tamil, I decided at the last minute.  My English 
was better than Mr Maniam’s and I wanted very badly to put him at a 
disadvantage just as my illegitimate status was my disadvantage.  (97) 
 
This interiorized thought that the narrator shares with the reader suggests that the 
language spoken in Mr Maniam’s house was Tamil. 
 Tamil is also the medium of communication among the rubber-tappers.  For 
instance, when the narrator meets a young woman with “a thin, pinched face and sad 
dark eyes” (174), she switches to Tamil: 
What is wrong?  I asked in Tamil.   
She shook her head violently, indicating that I should leave her alone.  I persisted 
until I saw tears in her eyes.  (175) 
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The conversation with this woman whose husband, a rubber-tapper, who used most of 
his wages to get drunk, leaving his wife and two children to starve, prompts Saras to 
approach the manager, Mr Phillips, to set up a committee to look into the affairs of the 
rubber tappers’ families.  To get the rubber-tappers to co-operate, Saras, with the help 
of the manager, enlists the other women, like Mrs Maniam and Mrs Suppiah, into the 
committee.  When there is a “pandemonium” at the meeting, Mrs Maniam, “In her 
quiet cultured Tamil” gives a speech:   
     … “‘Wait, listen before you decide.  Cool your tempers and listen like men.  
You are all family men but some of you don’t remember your families when you 
drink.  We are not telling you to stop drinking.  Drink if you must, but let us help 
you feed the family you forget when you drink.”  (179) 
 
Here is a situation that Platt and Weber point out in the speech repertoire of the people 
of Malaysia: “within each of the other ethnic groups … there were status varieties” 
(Platt & Weber 11).  In contrast to Mrs Maniam’s cultured Tamil, there is the Tamil 
spoken by the gangster, Selvamuttu.  The narrator says, after an exchange of words 
with Selvamuttu: “His Tamil was coarser than the one we spoke but I got the 
message” (190).  His use of the expression “Oi”, also indicates that he is speaking in a 
low variety of Tamil.  The reader realises that Tamil is widely spoken in the rubber 
estate and that the ability to speak the language was a necessity in the rubber estate.  
Tjun King, a Chinese, is considered useful for the Party because he not only speaks 
Mandarin and Bahasa Indonesia, but also Tamil: 
   Having lived almost all his life on an Indian rubber estate, Tjun King spoke and 
understood Tamil quite fluently, though he couldn’t read or write it.  (19) 
 
The narrator also learns to read and write Mandarin while she is a captive of the 
Communists.  This knowledge of Mandarin helps her as a marginalized woman to be 
independent for it gets a job in the police department when her marriage breaks down. 
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Louis incorporates a great deal of historical details which creates an authentic 
backdrop for the portrayal of the marginalized women.  The fictitious and the 
historical that blend together throughout the narrative, provide the tension and 
suspense necessary for the narration.  For instance the narrator’s personal view can be 
heard when she says, 
   I never did understand why they called it an Emergency instead of War when in 
reality that’s what it was.  When foreign forces try to overthrow the local 
government, isn’t that war?  When the Japanese invaded Malaya, they called it a 
war but with the MCP, it was always ‘The Emergency’.  A different word for the 
same horrors, the same results.  Power for some and death for others.  (71) 
 
The writer weaves the narrator’s personal reflections together with documented fact, 
creating the atmosphere and mood of that era.  The metaphorical language also helps 
to recapture the dominant emotion that prevailed in years of the Emergency. 
   Then Sir Edward Gent, the British High Commissioner in Malaya, declared a 
state of emergency, beginning with certain districts in Perak and the state of Johor 
– where the violence had been the worst – and twenty-four hours later, had no 
choice but to extend the state of emergency to the rest of the country.  The cancer 
that was Communist violence had spread too widely to be pinpointed and isolated.  
They were no longer just ‘incidents’ and the country was facing a major crisis.  
(71) 
 
The image of cancer conveys the fear that gripped the populace as violence erupted 
throughout the country.  Some historical events, on the other hand, are stated with a 
certain detachment. 
  The Japanese Occupation was over by 1945.  In August 1945, atomic bombs 
were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the Japanese surrendered, 
relinquishing their stranglehold on this region.  (11) 
 
These well documented historical facts provide a scenario for the narrative.  However, 
as the narrative unfolds, certain crucial historical facts are introduced to create 
excitement. 
   As for the people, it wasn’t as easy as in the earlier days for the Communist 
sympathisers to aid the guerillas.  Whole kampungs were rooted up and resettled 
elsewhere.  They were called ‘New Villages’ and they had high fences 
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surrounding them to sever the line between them and jungle around them.  They 
could no longer smuggle even little packets of rice to their friends.  (283) 
 
This particular historical fact is explained to give the events in the narration a certain 
intensity and urgency.  The emotional account of the independence of Malaya in 1957 
is charged with political nuances. 
   There was much pride in our hearts to see the British go and reverberating in our 
minds and hearts were the cries of Tunku Abdul Rahman, ‘Merdeka!  Merdeka!  
Merdeka!’  (376) 
 
The use of the Malay word “Merdeka”, which means freedom, resounds with anti-
colonial feelings and surging nationalism, captures the pervasive mood throughout 
Malaya in the fifties.  This mood of the general public is represented effectively in the 
Malay slogan, which means freedom.  But more significantly the untranslated word 
becomes metonym, the part which stands for Malayan nationalism. 
 By making the protagonist grow up amidst the politically heightened 
atmosphere, the writer is able to give Saras a sensibility which allows her to be the 
kind of person she becomes.  Her interest in the fictional character in the novel, Ah 
Lang, is based on a documented historical person, Raven, thus named “because he 
wore his black hair long” (Barber 284). This person only emerged, historically, after 
the talks in Baling, when Tunku Abdul Rahman met Chin Peng.  In the novel, 
however, Ah Lang appears much earlier, wearing his hair long and with a grey scarf 
tied round his head, as a trademark.  He is younger and single.  The protagonist’s 
interest in this mysterious person generates excitement and increases the tension in the 
narrative.  This fictional character is woven into the plot. 
   It was about August 1948, that we first heard about ‘Ah Lang’.  Ah Lang, the 
Chinese estate workers explained excitedly, means ‘the wolf’ and he was 




By using this character, the writer manages to expand the experience of the 
protagonist.  When Saras, dressed in men’s clothes, goes with Wu Shung, one of Ah 
Lang’s men, in search of her wounded husband in the jungle, she is captured along 
with Wu Shung by a Communist unit.  The protagonist’s capture by the Communists 
and subsequent escape provide the writer the opportunity to represent the role played 
by women in the successes achieved by the Special Branch.  In the novel, Saras while 
trying to escape from her captors, is caught by the Special Branch officers.  Later, on 
their demand, she leads them to a Communist camp: 
   I led the way more like stumbled and swayed in front of them.  Paul Nolan’s 
strong hand on my elbow kept me from falling flat on my face with exhaustion.  
(298) 
 
In the novel, there is only one instance when a woman’s help is given to the Special 
Branch, but in Noel Barber’s The War of the Running Dogs there are a few instances 
where women played a crucial role. 
 The writer is able to give a perspective of what takes place in the jungle camps 
when the protagonist is captured by the Communists.  The details of how they lived 
reveal that the women in these camps were sexually exploited.  While a captive Saras 
is threatened by Chi Min: 
   He hissed, ‘I could take you right now and no one would question me.  If your 
friend makes too much noise, I will have him killed.  You don’t need him.  What 
you need is a real man, like me.  What do you say?’ 
   ‘Go on then!  I didn’t know Party leaders had to resort to rape to get their 
satisfaction!’  (276) 
 
The dialogues between Saras and the MCP party leader, Chi Min, are however, 
problematic.  The Standard English Chi Min uses cannot be an accurate reflection of 
his speech even if the dialogues are conducted in English.  There is nothing distinctive 
in Chi Min’s speech to show that he is Mandarin-educated Chinese living as a 
guerrilla fighter in the jungle, mixing only with Mandarin-speaking comrades.  If the 
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dialogue is in Mandarin and what is represented is a vernacular transcription, the 
writer fails to signal this.   
Although, Saras says she learns “to read and write in Mandarin” (267) the 
language of communication with Mun Lan, a member of the communist unit, is not 
specified.  The dialogue, given in Standard English cannot possibly reflect the English 
used by Mun Lan who has been ten years in the jungle, speaking Mandarin.  When 
she says: 
     ‘Do you think it is so easy?  Do you think they’ll let me?  Even if I did get 
away, what would I do there?  I have been inside for almost ten years now.  The 
very thought of leaving the jungle and rejoining the human race frightens me.  I 
am like a puzzle piece, trying to fit into the wrong puzzle.’  (267)   
 
the language becomes a suspect.  Although she is described as “An exceptional 
student at school and an ace at sports” (266), the fact that she is basically a student 
from a Mandarin speaking school will make the reader wonder at the language she is 
using.  The narrator says she herself “spoke and read Mandarin well” (268) after 
being coached by Mun Lan, so it is possible that the dialogue is in Mandarin.  
However if this is so, the writer does not signal this.   
The protagonist is able to empathize with women whose values were different 
from hers: 
   The women fought bravely, their faces set in determination.  Protecting their 
men, their dreams, their lives.  Even those I recognized as the disillusioned ones 
fought tenaciously.  Whether they were sure or not about what the MCP actually 
represented, they were loyal and well-trained.  Their priorities having been 
indoctrinated into them from childhood, they would find it almost impossible to 
just raise their hands and give up.  (298) 
 
By giving the narrator such reflections, what is created, is “dialogic confrontations” 
(Bakhtin 365).  These thoughts, which arise unhidden into the narrator’s mind, are 
convincing, because they grow out of and add to what the reader already knows of her 
character.  For instance, when Saras meets Selvamuthu, who is threatening to burn 
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down Mr Maniam’s house and slit their throats unless he is provided with a woman, 
she remarks: 
   ‘Thrill?  That is all this is, isn’t it?  Some kind of cheap thrill?  Aren’t you 
ashamed to call yourself a man in this day and age, when so many young men are 
fighting for their respective causes.  The Communists may be just as vicious and 
as careless about life as you are but at least they have a reason, a Cause.  What 
excuse do you have for the way you are?  (191) 
 
So it is not surprising that she is able to empathize with the enemies.  She is also 
averse to killing.  When she finds her husband, at his invitation to watch him 
practicing target shooting in the estate at four in the morning, she replies: 
   ‘Watch?  Watch you shoot?  Why?  So I can picture exactly how you’ll do it 
when a man is standing in front of you instead of just a tree trunk? … 
   ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you but it still seems like killing to me.  And 
some of them are still only boys, not more than seventeen or eighteen.’  (233 – 
234) 
 
The dialogic confrontations in the novel are posed through her because she is the only 
character who is interiorized to any significant extent, the only character whose 
thoughts the reader shares intimately. 
Although the reader is told about Saras learning Mandarin, the narrator does 
not use any Mandarin words.  The only Chinese word that the narrator uses is towkay 
(51).  This word is used without translation as the knowledge of its meaning is widely 
shared by Malaysians.  This Hokkien word functions as a metonym, the part which 
stands for the Chinese dialects.  
The writer represents the multilingual nature of the environment also through 
the use of some varieties of English.  The low variety of English is introduced when 
the protagonist speaks to Soo Beng, a factory worker.  He says, 
   ‘Papu look like a fool, yes?  That’s why he so useful to Ah Lang.  You don’t 
understand?  Papu is middle man.  He go from jungle to town, bring food, clothes, 
and all that for Ah Lang’s men.  Police don’t know, they think he is fool.  They 
leave him alone.’  (110) 
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The ungrammatical sentences place this speech as a low variety of English.  The 
omission of the indefinite article “a” shows that Soo Beng’s command of the language 
is rather limited. The writer is also able to capture the British variety through the 
rhythm of the native speakers of English. 
… ‘Easy Gibbs, we don’t want to kill her.  The Lieutenant will ’ave our innards 
for breakfast.  Can you manage?’ 
‘She seems quite badly hurt, mate.’ 
‘Oh I say!  Here girl, give me your other arm.’  (293)  
 
This dialogue between two Englishmen has the intonation of the native English 
speakers.  The pattern of words and word order like, “Here girl”, “Oh I say” and 
“Easy Gibbs” capture the rhythm of the English spoken by the British.  However, the 
use of the word “mate” suggests that they maybe Australian soldiers.  This is perhaps 
the reason why their speech sounds like “old fashioned English”.  The colonial 
presence is conveyed not only by the voice of the British soldiers and a few British 
police officers but also by the English manager Mr. Phillips, whose speech stands in 
contrast to the speech of the locals.   
The writer weaves the historical facts into her fiction and manages to represent 
convincingly the turbulent years of the Emergency.  By creating a strong character in 
the protagonist, whose physical abilities support her mental resilience and stamina, 
Louis is able to draw on the historical facts which validate her portrayal of the 
marginalized woman.  The moving love story of a Chinese boy and an Indian girl 
enhances the narration and helps to engender curiosity and interest.  Above all, the 
novel captures an era that was significant in the formation of a new nation from the 
perspective of a local.  While the speaking voice of the narrator, Saras, in Standard 
English, dominates the novel and valorizes the inherent strength of women, the 
strategies of code-switching, lexical borrowings and the use of a low variety of 




In Philip Jeyaretnam’s Abraham’s Promise (1995), the reflective and 
retrospective musings of the first-person narrator play a crucial role in the 
development of the theme.  The protagonist, Abraham Isaac, comes from the 
Ceylonese community, and speaks English as if he was “educated at Oxford” (122).  
This is not unusual, as his father comes from a community of Jaffna Tamils who 
found employment because they were from missionary schools, and “had a good 
command of English” (Arasaratnam 33).  According Arasaratnam, in the 1890s, the 
first batch of “young men most suitable for subordinate clerical employment” from 
the “superior network of secondary schools established in north Ceylon by the 
missionary organizations” (33) were dispatched to Singapore.  They prided 
themselves in being able to speak well in English.  Abraham’s father had taught him 
“the power of the word” (149).  In Abraham’s introspection of his life, he uses his 
command of the English language to engage the reader with the events that 
undermined his moral framework.   
The protagonist is forced to reassess the question of his identity when the 
Malay driver of his Latin tuition student Richard, calls him “Orang Tua” (37).  The 
thematic connection with the Malay expression “Orang Tua” (37) which translates 
into “old man” is pivotal in the narrative discourse for it is at this juncture, that 
Abraham is certain that he is not just an old man but also a teacher.  However, the 
subsequent events trigger his memory, and he recalls the betrayals that have brought 
about his loss of identity.  During a cocktail party at Richard’s house, he confesses 
that he is “terrified by all these beautiful, rich and self-assured individuals” (70).  As 
he participates in a conversation during the party, he is conscious of his “humble 
dress,” but is able to carry on an intelligent discussion.  However when a Member of 
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Parliament with whom he talks mocks his pronunciation of “bom-bers” he feels that 
he had “spoken other than in their manner of speaking, betraying” his upbringing and 
his Tamil otherness and “most of all” his “insignificance” (75).  Abraham is portrayed 
here as a member of a minority community, facing an identity crisis in a multi-ethnic 
society.  This fact is acknowledged by the protagonist when he gets a letter informing 
him about his childhood friend Rose’s impending visit.  He says: “She must not find a 
tired, lonely old man” (111).  However, at the end of the last Latin lesson, he tells 
Richard that he is “just an old man” (122).  It is in the selection and organization of 
these events that the reader gains some understanding of the plight of the protagonist. 
Although, throughout the reflective and retrospective musings, the protagonist 
uses Standard English, the reader is made conscious of a multilingual environment 
where different languages co-exist.  For instance, in Mercy’s and Abraham’s speech, 
Tamil kinship words, like “Appa”, “Amma”, “Annai” and “Thangkaichee” are 
retained for their reverence.  It is a practice among the Ceylonese to use the lexis of 
relationship without converting them into English equivalents.  Although the use of 
these untranslated words, the sounds of Tamil language can be held to have the power 
and presence of Tamil culture they signify, it is actually their “function in inscribing 
difference” (Ashcroft et al. 53) that evokes a multilingual environment.  They become 
“directly metonymic of that cultural difference which is imputed by the linguistic 
variation” (Ashcroft et al. 53).  The reader is also made aware that Tamil is spoken by 
the narrator’s parents at critical moments:  
   He spoke abruptly, in a firm voice, without preamble.  Mother wailed, “How?  
How can it be?” until Father spoke to her, quickly and sharply, shifting into Tamil 
to make the point more strongly, telling her to pull herself together and not scare 
the children.  (34) 
 
Again, during his first meeting with his potential bride, the matchmaker rattles “off in 
Tamil” (105).  However, the reader is conscious that English is the main means of 
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communication in the narrator’s household.  But during the Japanese occupation, 
when he and his mother had to live on a Chinese farm, the means of communication 
between them and the farmer’s family is “simple Malay” (44).  Abraham’s father also 
speaks to the Chinese farmer “in a mixture of dialect and Malay” (49).  Thus it is not 
surprising that the Malay driver speaks in Bazaar Malay to old Abraham when he says, 
“Tak tertup” (37), which place the narrative as taking place in this region. 
The knowledge of the Malay loan words like “Merdeka”(51), “nasi briyani” 
(126) and “ikan tenggiri” (128) which are widely shared by Singaporeans and 
Malaysians helps to construct a region where more than one language is used.  Hindi 
words like “acha” (116), “gulab jamun” (167), “paan” (166), “kulfi” (167) and the 
Tamil word “ottagam” (17) which are less well-known, evoke the presence of Indians.  
The narrator uses names of local Indian dishes like “dosai” (149), “sambar” (148), 
“vadai” (77) and “rava dosai” (167) and Chinese dishes like “char kway teow” (126), 
“char siew pao” (99) and Hokkien words like “kopi tiam” (99) and “kopi” (99) more 
than once to construct the multilingual environment.  The writer is able to use these 
words as they are in Abraham speech repertoire.  The colloquial neologism “kopi-
shop” (146) is an important “sign of the coextensivity between language and cultural 
space” and “an important feature of the development of English variants” (Ashcroft et 
al. 72).   
However, there are only a couple of examples of Singapore-English, spoken 
once by Richard when he says “How your father was sure the Japanese would not win 
in the end” (50) and when a plain clothes Internal Security man says with an 
inflection of a question, “We’ll step inside?” (161). Here in the second instance the 
speaker does not use a question marker.  This minimal use of the lower register is 
because the first-person narrator, Abraham, only uses the prestigious variety in his 
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speech.  Although he is conscious that the notion of speaking well has become 
increasingly less important in Singapore, for he tells Richard, “who speaks English 
well these days” (121) and in deference to Victor, he uses the slang expression, “No 
problem” (151), and qualifies it with, “isn’t that how you say it these days?” (151) he 
remains true to his character, a son of a English educated father from a Jaffna 
community and a teacher of English Literature and Latin. 
The time-shift allows the reader to make connections of causality between 
widely separated events which undermined his moral framework in this multilingual 
environment.  Abraham’s faith in the teachings of the Bible is strained when his 
colleague Chong, the teacher who had taken over his class, refuses to tell the truth. 
     “Abraham, I have a wife.   I have children.  I have to, you know … 
     “What?” 
     “Toe the line, lah.  Come on, Abraham … you know what it’s like.” 
     “You mean you’ll lie.  How can you?  You’re a Christian.  You pray to God on 
your knees every Sunday.”  (132)   
 
The use of “lah” indicates that Chong and Abraham are more than colleagues.  This 
use of “lah” is an effort by Chong to soften the impact of his betrayal.  Although the 
statement “toe the line” reveals Chong’s real anxiety as its subtext implies a 
repressive political system (Leong 107), it is Abraham’s faith in his fellow Christians 
that is undermined, when Chong was prepared to lie in order to safeguard his job, as 
he has a wife and children.  This leads Abraham to reflect on Christianity:  
   The difficulty lay in the fact that in the Bible, even in Christ’s words alone, there 
was material for a dozen different theological positions.  I began to believe that 
interpreting the Bible was in itself a barrier to understanding, and tried instead to 
read without the constant flow of analysis and commentary that normally 
accompanies any study of the Scriptures.  (133) 
 
But his wife Rani’s subsequent liaison with Krishna disrupts even this activity of 
reading the Bible.  Unable to bear the humiliation of suggesting reconciliation when 
Krishna is detained, Abraham’s faith in God and a life hereafter is shaken: 
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   Faith is so difficult to hold on to, even at the best of times, and in these troubled 
days and troubling nights it seemed always to be slipping away.  The Kingdom of 
God seemed so unreal that, at times, in the cool light of the early morning, sitting 
at my desk sleepless and alone, I could only conclude that it was imaginary, 
imagined, invented by men who had failed to achieve their mission in the real 
world, and who had to fall back on bogus claims of an afterlife where all their 
hopes and dreams would be fulfilled and their earthly foes condemned.  (160) 
 
Here, the narrative depicts the collapse of Abraham’s moral framework.  Hence 
Abraham’s interior monologue is a quest to find his self.  According to Charles Taylor, 
to “know who you are is to be oriented in moral space, a space in which questions 
arise about what is good or bad, what is worth doing and what is not, what has 
meaning and importance for you and what is trivial and secondary” (Taylor 28).  In 
order to do this, Abraham has to have some understanding of how he got to the 
position he is in.  So, in the effort to know himself, he has to recall the history of his 
“maturations and regressions, overcomings and defeats” (Taylor 50).  This self-
understanding has to have, according to Taylor, “temporal depth” and “incorporates 
narrative”. 
As a teacher of English Literature, Abraham’s use of literary language plays 
an integral part in his narrative.  For the protagonist, the question of identity is not 
only his name and genealogy, but also an understanding of what is of crucial 
importance to him.  As a young teacher, he was interested in “how to motivate a pupil 
who might speak Hokkien, Tamil, or Malay at home”, to study both Latin and English.  
Therefore while teaching Hamlet, he gets the class involved in a discussion by linking 
the text with what is taking place in Singapore: 
   Those boys were something special; they began to use literature they studied to 
interpret the world around them ….. The ordinary Singaporean was like Hamlet, 
his heritage despoiled by the interloping colonising Claudius.  How then to act?  
Vengeance or forgiveness?  The Aeneid came to stand for all the problems of an 
island-state and the quest for nationhood, suggesting how one small city could in 
the end become the focus of a great empire.  (98) 
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This reference to students’ interest in politics is based on the history of Singapore.  In 
the mid-fifties, student involvement in politics was prevalent and anti-colonial feeling 
pervasive.  Abraham, the young teacher, channels this anger towards an interest in the 
learning of literature, by getting the students to draw parallels with their environment 
and Shakespeare’s play. Abandoning traditional form of learning by rote, Abraham, 
“fortified by the conviction that these were new times that demanded new methods 
and bold action” (95), becomes a teacher who is respected by his pupils.  However, 
his endeavour in being an inspirational teacher is undermined by his activities within 
the Teachers’ Union.  The “commitments and identifications” (Taylor 27) which, 
provided the frame within which he could make a stand, are suddenly taken away 
from him.  As a “remedial tutor” (122), he finds it impossible to capture the same 
sense of identification: 
   Now I was merely a tutor, paid to improve my charges’ grades.  If I failed to do 
so, the children would regard me as a failure.  The parents would think me a fraud.  
One father, displeased with the son’s results in the English ‘O’ Level, shouted at 
me, demanding his money back, for some reason raising his voice when I tried, 
calmly, politely, to explain that the boy, not the brightest of sparks to begin with, 
was thoroughly lazy.  (156) 
 
Even while tutoring Richard, the old Abraham is beset with doubts: “Did teaching 
always feel like this, as if one were a charlatan about to be unmasked: the old 
pontificating to the young when their own lives have fallen so short?” (12).  However, 
at the end of two years of teaching Richard Latin, Abraham confesses to Richard that 
he had made him “feel like a teacher again” (122).  Abraham “wanted only to be a 
Singaporean” (122), however he was degraded into a life of a tutor, teaching for 
money. But with the loss of his status as a teacher, Abraham faces an identity crisis.   
Abraham’s use of the figurative language to explore his loss of self-esteem is 
rooted in his career as a teacher of English Literature.  The metonymic force in the 
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comparison of the image of the butterfly and the beetle is significant to the 
understanding of this epiphany: 
   I have done my best, and if I have lived too much like a butterfly, soaring upon 
the puffs of my youthful fancies, too easily beaten back by the world’s winds, well 
here in my arms is a beetle, clinging stubbornly to every inch of ground he gains.  
He may never change the world, hardly wants to, but still, head down, he will hold 
his ground.  (177 – 178) 
 
The power of this comparison comes from the recurrent use of the image of the 
butterfly throughout the narrative.  The reader first encounters this trope as the 
narrator uses it to describe memory.  The simile, “memories are elusive creatures like 
butterflies” (50) plays on the ephemeral quality of butterflies.  Later, the reader is 
given a detailed description of butterflies, as the protagonist in his youth cuts across a 
field: 
   It was not the dew that drew my attention, but a host of yellow butterflies, 
whose fluttering seemed to present me with the ever-changing patterns of a 
kaleidoscope.  I paused to admire the sight, uplifted by the miracle, commonplace 
though it might be, that metamorphoses caterpillar into butterfly.  It seemed to 
hold the possibility that anything might change, that the world itself could be 
transformed, ugliness turned inside out into beauty.  (128-129) 
 
Here the description not only suggests the dream-like quality of butterflies winging in 
the wind but also the faith that Abraham has in the possibility of change in his youth. 
He identifies himself with a butterfly, because he sees himself as a dreamer who 
believes that he can play a role in bringing about changes.  However, during a visit to 
a family friend’s house, he sees a “glass case filled with butterflies, displayed impaled 
against velvet backing” (150).  The fact that these ethereal creatures could be captured 
and stored in this manner comes as a shock to his young mind.  His father, who 
observes his “squeamishness”, uses the word “butterfly” later in his adulthood as an 
insult, when he refuses to take “any steps to expose Krishna’s liaison with Rani, his 
wife.”  What is suggestively evoked is that Abraham can be easily “impaled”, 
destroyed, because he is a dreamer.  His father tells him, “Stand up.  Fight back.  You 
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are a fool to give your consent to the divorce.  Don’t flutter away like some butterfly” 
(159).  Thus the trope becomes more complex as a derogatory association is attached 
to it.  Abraham in “his reaction to Mercy’s death, as in his treatment of Krishna and 
Rani’s adultery, … acts, like a butterfly” (Holden, ‘The Significance of Uselessness, 
428).  In the final scene, when Abraham gets a sudden insight into the strength of his 
son, he compares Victor to a “beetle” and himself to a “butterfly”.  The subtle 
interplay between figural and referential discourse in the narrative gives the trope the 
force to clarify the sentiment he feels. 
The reader gains further insight into the fabric of Abraham’s narrative through 
the biblical allusions.  The names Abraham and Isaac, father and son in a story in the 
Old Testament, form a crucial function in the conception and composition of the 
narrative.  The biblical Abraham was tested by his God and finally asked to make the 
ultimate sacrifice, slaughtering the son he loved.  This story is discussed by the Latin 
teacher and his pupil, Richard: 
“…. But have you ever thought of Isaac?  At some point he must have realized 
what his father planned.  Did he have such faith in God that He would intervene?  
How could he?  He did not even know that God had spoken to his father.  No, 
Isaac was ready to die.  Why?  Because he loved his father.  He lay passively on 
the alter table, waiting for the knife.  Love, boy, it leads you to sacrifice.”  (124)  
 
This embedded commentary on the biblical story gives the novel a multi-voice.  As 
the narrative unfolds, the name Abraham Isaac fuses the two main concerns in the 
novel, one of faith and the other of love.  These two positions come together in the 
protagonist, as he is the one who is tested by a series of betrayal to keep his faith in 
the power of God, and he is also the one who offers his life for the love of his son, 
Victor.   
   Oh God, oh God, oh God, faster and faster, oh God, oh God, in the rhythm of 
my stride.  He is my son.  Whether or not he is my son, he is my son.  Let it not be 
him.  Take me instead.  Faster and faster, until I am losing my balance, about to 
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topple, my head crashing towards the sharp edges of the coffee table.  I place 
myself upon the altar, turn my neck towards the knife. Me Lord.  (175) 
 
The biblical allusion in the names allows the writer to reconcile the two positions of 
love and faith in this act or prayer by the protagonist, thus taking the temporal 
sequence to a literary level. 
The ambiguous title of the novel also suggests multiple meanings.  In Rajeev 
Patke’s article ‘Abraham’s Promise: Violence, Critique and the Birth of a Nation’, 
Patke offers three possible ways of looking at the word promise (Interlogue, 119).  
Yet another possible interpretation of the title could be the promise that the 
protagonist makes, “the promise of expiation” (173).  At the end of the narrative the 
protagonist discovers that a man “must think for himself, think clearly and with 
courage” (173).  As he holds on to his faith in God, he realizes his own shortcomings: 
   Why did my sorrow not cancel out the anger and lead me to forgiveness?  I who 
talked of love and honour, and understood neither.  Now it is as if the windows of 
my mind have been flung open by the rapid, wild striding of my body, so that the 
rough winds of my past fly unhindered within, scattering cobwebs and turning up 
the pages of memories.  (175) 
 
The cataclysmic change in his attitude to Victor is tied up with the “promise of 
expiation” (173).  By accepting Victor for who he is, and not letting his own prejudice 
and views of right and wrong to impede his feelings for his son, the protagonist 
overcomes his greatest flaw, inaction.  By asking Victor for forgiveness, Abraham 
overcomes his pride, and allows his love for Victor to surface: 
   Standing here, arms around my son, breathing in the warmth pressed against me, 
I look around the room, lit only by the solitary reading lamp, and am at peace.  
(177) 
 
By accepting Victor, Abraham also finds his identity.  Taylor points out that, “Our 
identity is what allows us to define what is important to us and what is not” (30).  The 
very fact that the ambiguity of the title allows several options of interpretation creates 
a certain suspense which compels the reader forward and intensifies the epiphany. 
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Abraham’s allusions to Virgil’s account of Aeneas’ departure from Carthage 
form an integral part in his thoughts about women in general, since he uses The 
Aeneid in the teaching of Latin.  The protagonist draws from his consciousness 
whatever he needs to express his “intentions and values” (Bakhtin 292) that is he uses 
material that is familiar to him.  During his recollection of Rani’s accusation “You’ve 
changed.  You sit and brood” (142), the narrator shows how Abraham’s mind 
wonders off to Virgil: 
   She dared tell me I had changed.  Virgil, warning of the fickleness, the 
inconstancy of all women, a warning that Mercury presses upon Aeneas, urging 
him to fly at once from Dido, Queen of Carthage, Aeneas’ beloved.  Aeneas has 
chosen, chosen to do his duty, by his men, his nation and his destiny.  A painful 
choice, for him no less than for Dido.  His choice has thrown her into despair.  
Mercury warns him that Dido’s despair may at any moment swing to outrage and 
anger, to the command that his ships be burned and he and his men slaughtered.  
(142) 
 
This juxtaposition of the fictional world with the reality of his life shows the 
protagonist’s tendency to evaluate the events in his life from a dreamer’s point of 
view.  However, the intertextuality created by referring to Mercury’s words to Aeneas, 
‘“Women were ever things of many changing moods’” (Virgil 114), shows 
Abraham’s intimate knowledge of The Aeneid.  Faced by Rani’s unfaithfulness, he is 
convinced that the “ancient gods and the Bible unite in their frank acknowledgement 
of the shortcomings, the essential weakness, of women” (142).  When he says, “Even 
Jesus had not said that an adulteress should not be stoned” (143), the reader realises 
that the protagonist is merely trying to justify his actions.  Thus the embedded 
commentary on Dido, “Another woman putting her narrow, selfish, sinful desires 
above the dictates of duty and honour (142)”, not only incorporates the protagonist’s 
point of view on the fictional event but also enhances the portrayal of a male 
chauvinist. 
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It is through the use of irony that the writer conveys Abraham’s attitude to 
women.  His response to his sister, Mercy, is fraught with male chauvinism. The 
emphasis on marriage in Ceylonese culture is dramatized in the act of getting Mercy 
married.  The comment in Rose’s letter concerning his sister’s ability to study is never 
seriously considered, or given any weight by the protagonist.  Rose Chinappa, a 
member of the Jaffna community, is Abraham’s childhood friend for whom he had a 
boyish crush and with whom he corresponds while she lives in England with her 
English husband.  Her letters are therefore in Standard English and it is through her 
voice that the reader gets a different perspective of the protagonist.  Though Rose 
points out that he must learn “that people, especially women, do not always express 
how they feel” (58), Abraham pays no heed to this insight.  Hence he is unable to help 
Mercy when she makes a desperate telephone call asking for his help. His obtuseness 
is clear in his response: 
     The woman was hysterical.  She was just trying to stir me to anger against David, 
but for what reason I could not fathom. 
     “Where is he now?” 
     “Working, drinking, I don’t know … he …” 
     “Mercy, you shouldn’t talk like that …. not about your husband.  Go now and 
sleep.” 
     “Annai, you’re my brother, my elder brother, but you never look after me.” 
     “Mercy, I don’t know what you mean.  David is there to look after you.”  (87 – 88) 
 
The juxtaposition of this dialogue with Abraham’s indignation at Rose’s letter after 
the fatal incident, where she implies his share of responsibility in Mercy’s death, is 
highly ironical.  When Abraham says, “How could she blame me for Mercy’s 
death? …. The audacity! …. she believed herself raised in judgment above me?” (94), 
the reader appreciates the ironical situation.  By juxtaposing the sequence that leads 
up to Mercy’s suicide and the letters of concern about Mercy, as a woman, from Rose, 
the writer gives the reader room to draw independent conclusions.  Irony is also 
created by the contrast between the protagonist’s biased view of women and the 
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reader’s appreciation of social reality, when Abraham says, “How could I ever have 
succeeded with women, for whom senses must always count more than the intellect?” 
(149). 
Likewise, Rani’s liaison with Krishna demands the reader to engage in an 
independent interpretation and assessment.  Here the writer creates irony by leaving 
things unsaid by the narrator, but able to be detected by the reader.  Rani’s accusation, 
“When do you think about me?” (142), suggests neglect by Abraham.  His behaviour 
towards Rani deteriorates while he was “suspended from school pending the 
investigation of the charges” (125).  He confesses: 
   Now instead of cherishing her independence, I was irked by it, for I found 
myself sliding into dependence.  The day was marked off by her departure and her 
return.  Although I still had savings, it was her income, her work, that supported 
us now.  (128) 
 
The underlying resentment in the confession affirms Abraham’s male chauvinism.  
The reference to Augustine’s Confessions is not as elaborate an account as 
Virgil’s, but a simple comparison that comes as the protagonist discovers his likeness 
to his father:  
   Still I cannot dispel the feeling that I have lost my youth without ever really 
living it.  Desire, passion, the very sap of youth – for me they were creatures of 
the mind and no more.  Rose escaped, then Rani …. I never allowed desire to 
seize me, to carry me away.  How much happier to be Augustine, repenting a 
misspent youth, than to be Abraham, mourning unconsummated passions.  (148) 
 
The antithesis, formed by placing two fundamentally different life styles next to each 
other, creates a certain irony.  Abraham, unlike Augustine who refuses a respectable 
marriage, allows his parents to select three potential brides, from which he chooses 
Rani.  On their nuptial night, it is Rani who points out that he is not going about it in 
“the right way” (113), revealing his lack of experience in sexual matters.  He is a 
typical traditional Ceylonese man from a respectable home who delayed his sexual 
activity till his parents found him a wife.  As an inexperienced dutiful son, Abraham 
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has to ask Rani to “Give [him] a hand” (113).  Hence the “misspent youth” of 
Augustine translates into living fifteen years, “captivated by aesthetic beauty and 
enthralled by the quest for a sexual fulfilment” (Chadwick ix).  So, Abraham, after 
living an ascetic life, views his short marriage and life of abstinence with regret. 
Allusions woven into the texture of novel also play a significant role in the 
development of the theme of old age and youth.  Abraham, faced with his wife’s 
infidelity, wonders, “What does the modern man do, what ought he to do?” (141). 
And  all that comes to his mind is a passage from Erasmus: 
   comparing the folly of believing a pumpkin to be a woman, a folly derided by 
the world as madness, with the folly of seeing the beauty of Penelope in your wife, 
an everyday folly thought evidence of love, the highest of earthly sentiments.  
(141) 
 
The persuasive power of this passage depends on the play of the word “folly” which 
echoes the epigraph, “It is folly alone that stays the Fugue of Youth and beats off 
louring Old Age” from The Praise of Folly by Erasmus, which encapsulates one of 
the arguments in the novel.  There is a recurrent comparison of what the young think 
against how the old sees life.  This is summed up when Abraham realizes, 
   Contempt perhaps for all my agonizing over right and wrong, a preference 
instead for action, in fulfilment of desire.  My love of Latin, what has that become 
in Victor’s eyes?  An imposition, an irrelevance?  The boy has no time for the 
thinkers of the past, the present, he says, is just moving too quickly.  In whom lies 
the folly?  (150) 
 
The reader is expected to make his own assessment, although the protagonist says, 
“Trust young boys to do the right thing” (134).  And when Richard makes a bold 
statement that he would not be like the member of Parliament who is a guest at his 
mother’s party, Abraham’s reflection that “The world is not yet lost, nor I with it” (76) 
shows the faith he has in the young.  So, when Abraham studies the “framed 
photograph” in the final scene, he is “arrested by the stern and forbidding gaze of a 
young man, the sort who is supremely confident of himself, a man such as Richard 
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will become” (176).  However, on reflecting the reality of his own situation as an old 
man, Abraham is filled with remorse: 
   If I could only begin again: not be frightened or ashamed of love, crippled by 
ancient notions of honour.  Compassion, not righteousness, is the good man’s 
backbone.  (176) 
 
Thus, it is by going back to the time when he was a young man with a certainty “that 
his life will make a difference, mark a turning point,” that the protagonist learns to 
accept his role in his own downfall.  These allusions are credible because the narrator 
is a well-read English Literature teacher who is also a teacher of Latin. 
The protagonist becomes a liminal figure, however, when he realizes that he 
has enough love for the boy he helped to rear, to die for him. As Taylor points out, 
“One is a self only among other selves.  A self can never be described without 
reference to those who surround it” (35).  When he is displaced from his career 
through the betrayal of the system, Abraham’s identification with the nation takes 
second place.  Instead, he finds his dignity in the status of a father.  He helps to 
educated Victor on his meagre earnings as a tutor, and takes an active role in the life 
of the child even though he is not certain that Victor is his biological son for he says, 
“But is he truly my son?  The doubt remains” (174).  As the narrative ends, Abraham 
gains his self by defining who he is by his “intimate relations to the ones” he loves 
(Taylor 35).  Though Abraham tells Richard, “Love, boy it leads you to sacrifice” 
(124), the protagonist has to fully understand what it actually means.  The theme of 
identity and love becomes interfaced as the protagonist learns that when one makes a 
sacrifice for the love of someone, it is because it is the only recourse available to one 
if one wants to remain true to oneself.  I agree that the belief “in the fundamental 
power and irrationality of emotions is not only a key theme in the novel, it is built into 
its structure” (Haskell 48).  At the onset of his interior monologue, the protagonist 
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states that, “He who captures the minds of the young is in truth the victor” (11).  At 
the end of the introspection, the protagonist discovers that the true victor is the one 
who succeeds in gaining the love of the young. 
Although the first-person narrator uses an informal mode, the image of 
language presented in his narrative is a literary one.  The syntax is in an informal 
register of the speaking voice, searching the memory for the explication of causality 
in a multilingual society while the diction shows the protagonist’s mastery of the 
English language.  By adding a literary dimension to the narrative through the use of 
allusions and ironical language, Jeyaretnam enlarges the depth and complexity of the 
novel.  He constructs a multilingual environment through the selective use of a low 
variety of English and untranslated words from Malay, Indian languages and Chinese 







The novel Perhaps in Paradise (1997), by Ellina binti Abdul Majid, is 
narrated from the protagonist’s point of view, limited to what she observes.  Written 
in a simple, unpretentious language, the writer uses the “down-to earth voice of a 
narrator in skaz” (Bakhtin 262).  The novel is about the image of a girl, Kina, in the 
process of becoming a woman.  When the story begins, the protagonist is a nine-year 
old, and by the end of the novel she is almost sixteen years of age.  Not only does the 
reader see the whole action through Kina’s eyes, but also many of the ironical 
comments are in effect her perception of people and life around her.  Using a form of 
oral everyday narration, the writer is able to convey the complex social structure of 
respectability among the middle-class Malays, where the mistaken notion of right 
behaviour contributes to the death of Rose, a young woman barely twenty-one years 
of age.  However, the interest that the reader takes in Kina’s narration is not only 
engendered by the understated dark events that unfold in her sister Rose’s life, but 
also by the events that mould Kina into the kind of woman she becomes.   
 The learning process of Kina is subtly rendered for the reader in a sequence of 
small perfectly judged effects.  Although the narrator uses Standard English, as she 
comes from a family where both her parents are English educated she lapses into 
Malay frequently.  Kina’s concern for her sister makes her seek advice from the 
housekeeper, Mak ‘kiah.  Kina unburdens her concern for Rose by opening a 
conversation in Malay: “‘Mak ‘kiah, Kina tahu orang yang ada ‘problem’ besar’”, 
which translates into, “Mak ‘kiah, Kina knows a person who has a big problem”, the 
housekeeper replies, 
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“Tak nampak ke, Mak ‘kiah sedang buat kerja?  Kina pula’ jangan sibuk ‘nak 
jaga tepi kain orang lain; kalau orang ada ‘problem’ itu dia punya pasal.”  (183 
– 184) 
 
This translates into: “Can’t you see Mak ‘kiah is doing work?  Kina also don’t be 
busy wanting to look after the edge of someone else’s sarong; if someone has a 
problem it’s their business.”  It is interesting to note that while Kina speaks in Malay, 
she borrows an English word “problem”.  The above statement in Malay is framed 
within the narrative, in Standard English of the narrator.  In the housekeeper’s 
response, the reader is able to see the worldview of a particular language and its 
dialogic reverberations.  Kina is thus discouraged from pursuing her interest in 
tackling her sister’s problem but it teaches her that people are often selfish.  The 
Malay metaphorical expression, “look after the edge of someone else’s sarong” sums 
up the attitude of the society in which Kina lives.  In her statement, “And it sadly 
occurred to me that were I to say aloud what was on my mind, who would want to 
believe me …” (184), the protagonist admits the selfish indifference of her society at 
large.  She underlines “me” to highlight her insignificance. 
The attitude of her community is expressed in another Malay proverb.  At the 
family conference, the older members of her family, such as the grand aunt, who 
comes from Tanjong Malim, remarks in Malay, “‘Apa lagi boleh buat, ‘kan nasi ‘dah 
jadi bubur!’” (45). This philosophical reflection on the given situation, though not 
necessarily a sensible one, condemns Rose into a life that would eventually destroy 
her.  The statement translates into, “what else can be done, the rice has already turned 
to porridge.”  This fatalistic view brings about the tragedy.  Rose’s scandalous 
behaviour results in her being hastily married to the man she hardly knows.  At the 
end of the novel, the reader hears Rose’s feelings about her marriage: 
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   “At sixteen, I just wanted a bit of excitement, glamour – to go to parties and mix 
with people my age.  But Mama and Abah were so old-fashioned when it came to 
that sort of thing.   
   “And just because I sneaked out to meet Ray a few times, they made me marry 
him!  That was their way of dealing with what was a perfectly common teenage 
problem of growing up, being interested in the opposite sex, wanting to have some 
fun ….”  (180) 
 
The reader, who is already aware of the consequence of such a marriage, is able to 
sympathize with Rose, as she confesses to her sister.  Rose sums up the folly of 
society by saying, “‘Getting married for the sake of family honour – if they could only 
see where the sake of family honour has led me, now!’” (181).  Kina, on the other 
hand, fully empathizes with her sister, for she herself, now nearing the age of sixteen, 
is going through a similar teenage problem, but is given more freedom to handle it.  
What the reader finds ironical is that both Kina and the third sister, Min, are allowed 
the freedom that was denied to Rose only five years earlier.  There seems to be an 
implied criticism against the rigorous practice of the law of Khalwat.  The narrator 
underlines “marry” to indicate the finality of such a drastic action. 
 Kina learns the effect of Rose’s indiscretion on her mother, through another 
Malay saying.  At the height of the wedding preparation, Kina’s mother reveals her 
true emotions.  When a relative while making arrangements for Rose’s wedding 
demands; ‘“But what about the other V.I.P.s ?’ tutted Mak ‘Tik. ‘What about me? Tak 
padan lah kalau tak ‘da ramai-ramai merinjis!’” (46), which translates into, “It 
wouldn’t be right not to have as many people as possible to perform the blessing 
ceremony! (46), Kina’s mother, who normally speaks in Standard English responds,   
When the others tired to insist, she burst into tears unexpectedly and lamented 
aloud, “God forgive me for the terrible wrong I must have committed a long time 
ago for such a thing as this to happen to me!  Sungguh bertuah aku dapat anak 
seperti Rose!  (46) 
 
Kina’s mother’s emotionally charged response affects the narrator.  At the height of 
her emotion, her mother switches to Malay.  The Malay words translate into: “How 
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fortunate I am to have a daughter like Rose”, but the footnote from the writer informs 
the reader that this is “a common invocation made by Malay mothers when a child of 
theirs misbehaves” (46).  Thus the intentional switch to Malay enables Kina’s mother 
to express succinctly what she actually feels without having to give a detailed 
explanation to the women, whose main interest is to show off the in-laws’ wealth and 
status.  Moreover, by using an established invocation, Kina’s mother is able to reach 
the understanding of the women and persuade them to accept her way of thinking.  
What the reader gathers from this outburst is that code-switching is used widely by 
Malays even if they are educated in English. 
 Code-switching is also used in alien surroundings when there is a need to keep 
the communication secret.  A good example of this is when Kina suggests that they 
pack up the unfinished food in a doggie bag, while she was having lunch in an Indian 
restaurant in London, with Rose’s in-laws. Ray, Rose’s husband, says gruffly, 
“‘jangan ‘nak buat malu kita’” (101) which translate into, “Don’t embarrass us”.  Ray 
deliberately switches to Malay because he is annoyed by Kina’s lack of finesse.  By 
saying it in Malay he is able to make Kina feel small and avoid anyone overhearing it.  
As a rich businessman with high social status, the idea of packing up the leftovers of a 
meal is too degrading for him. 
There is also code-switching from English to Malay.  A good example of this 
is at the start of the May 13th riots, when Kina’s neighbour, Aunty Cynthia, a good 
friend of her family, persuades the three young girls to take shelter in her house, as 
Kina’s parents are away on a holiday.  She speaks English to the girls and switches to 
Malay when she addresses the housekeeper and the maid. 
   … Aunty Cynthia popped round the hedge that separated our house from hers. 
   “Girlies, I think you all better come over and stay with me for a while.  Hurry!  
Mak ‘kiah dan ‘nah ikut sama.”  She added to the maids … 
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“Tak ‘pa lah Cik Puan, saya sama ‘nah tinggal sini saja tunggu rumah,”  replied 
Mak ‘kiah.  (27) 
 
The reply in Malay translates into “Never mind, Ma’am, I and ‘nah will just stay here 
to look after the house”.  This manner of using Malay for interaction between 
different racial groups in Malaysia is captured very convincingly in this dialogue. 
Although code-switching is a useful strategy the readers unfamiliar with 
Malay may find the excessive use of this strategy rather overwhelming.  Talib points 
out in The Language of Postcolonial Literatures, that the “use of code-switching in a 
literary work may depend on the author’s need to reflect the accuracy of language use 
by characters” (145).  The writer, of course, has the Malaysian reader in mind where 
Malay has gradually replaced English as the medium of instruction since 1976.  Non-
Malaysians, however, may find that there is too much code-switching and the use of 
Malay in Perhaps in Paradise.  Talib goes on to say that, the “use of code-switching 
may be judged not only in terms of the accuracy of linguistic representation, but also 
on aesthetic grounds” (146).  Hence, for artistic reason there is a need to avoid 
excessive use of this method of language appropriation in a narrative discourse. 
Code-mixing, however, is used more effectively and sparingly as a strategy for 
language appropriation.  When Kina’s father tries to be ironical: ‘“Well off, not well 
off, berada, tak ada, Tih is just being mengada-ada if you ask me’” (73) the play on 
the word “ada”, “to have”, not only helps to get the message across but also 
delineates the kind of person Kina’s father is.  As a high ranking government servant, 
his personality comes through his clever use of language.  Later, in one of his letters 
to Kina, he criticizes the irresponsible behaviour of the university undergraduates who 
claim that the kampong people in Kedah were starving.  He quotes a Malay saying, 
“Seperti kacang lupakan kulit” (154).  The literal translation of the Malay proverb is 
“like the peanut that forgot its skin”.  The proverb is used as a shorthand,  to imply the 
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ungratefulness of undergraduates who have forgotten that they are studying aboard on 
scholarships awarded to them by the government they criticize.  However, an 
incorporated genre is “double-voiced and internally dialogized.  A potential dialogue 
is embedded in them, one as yet unfolded, a concentrated dialogue of two voices, two 
world views …” (Bakhtin 324 – 325).  Hence, after reading her father’s letter, the 
narrator recalls what she encounters in Kedah, during a holiday.  
   Then why unhidden in my mind should there appear an image of a ragged 
woman with a pair of naked babies on her lap wearily rattling a tin of coins?  And 
then again, another image of stick-like children staring listlessly into the distance 
against a backdrop of dried out fields?  (155) 
 
These images contradict her father’s assertion that there is no poverty in Kedah.  The 
internal dialogization gives an artistic quality to the novelistic discourse, although 
Kina makes no overt critical remarks about her father’s views.  It is only later when 
she comes across a newspaper wrapping, carrying “a picture of an unshaven young 
man wearing a beret addressing a crowd” (184), that she shows her reservations about 
her father’s opinion. 
   So this was one of the young ciku still wet behind the ears Abah had written to 
me about in his letter all those months ago.  There seemed to be a sincerity in the 
intense expression in his eyes, both palms extended upwards the better to 
emphasise his point of view.  He obviously believed what he was saying even 
though thousands (including Abah) didn’t.  (184) 
 
This is the first time the teenager Kina looks at her father’s comments critically.  
Although this is a moment of growth for the protagonist, it will take the death of Rose 
before she learns to make her own judgment. 
 Code-mixing is a common practice among the Malays who speak in Standard 
English when they are socializing with their friends who are Malays.  Take for 
instance when Kina is interacting with her sister, Min’s boyfriend and his cousin in 
London, 
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   “I think it’s to do about kampung people somewhere in Kedah not having 
enough to eat” ventured Y.  “The rich getting richer while the poor have barely 
enough nasi dalam periok to feed their family.  You know lah, the sort of thing 
that would make idealistic young students mengamuk.”  (124) 
 
The Malay words “kampung”, “nasi”, “periok” and “mengamuk” have English 
equivalents.  However the speakers who are proficient in English use them to 
establish their shared culture.  The easy shift from English to Malay shows that the 
speakers are bilingual and the use of the Malay words is spontaneous.  This sort of 
mixing happens among friends with similar linguistic background, and shows the 
existence of a certain degree of intimacy.  The writer provides no contextual 
explanation for these Malay words, although a glossary in the footnote helps the 
reader to decipher them. 
Cultural distinctiveness is created through lexical borrowings from Malay.  
The description of a Malay wedding ceremony entails certain concepts which have no 
real English equivalent hence the narrator resorts to borrowing from Malay.  One such 
word is “pelamin” (46).  The narrator groping for a suitable English word says, “the 
bridal chairs could not in all honesty be described so mundanely as chairs per se, 
maybe ‘thrones’ would be a more appropriate description” (49).  The traditional 
garment worn by Malay women, “baju kurung” (47), and words related to wedding 
ceremony like “merinjis” (46), “bersanding” (46) and “akad nikah” (46) are some of 
the words that have no exact English equivalent.  Lexical borrowing is a strategy to 
express certain concepts which have no corresponding words in English.  However, 
some Malay words are used not because there is no exact English equivalent, but 
because the narrator finds these words slipping into the narration unintentionally.  
This usage of lexis from one’s mother-tongue is similar to mother-tongue interference.  
Instead of the intrusion on grammar, there is lexical intrusion.  Words that one uses in 
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one’s mother-tongue and which are shared broadly in the society are used even if one 
is proficient in English.  For instance, the narrator uses words like “urut” (69), 
“kubur” (69), “lampu pelita” (125), “mengaji” (11), “kemenyan” (9) “periuk” (8) and 
“mandi” (7), all of which can be expressed in English.  The word “sayang” is also 
used often by many of the minor characters who speak in Standard English.  Names of 
fruits and culinary dishes like “acar limau”, “korma”, “lauk korma”, “sambal belacan”, 
“nangka”, “rambutan” and “durian” are given their Malay names with a glossary as a 
footnote though these words are familiar to most people living in this region. 
 Lexical borrowings also help to construct a multilingual environment.  A good 
example of this is when Kina is thinking of her career: “Be a cook? Siao, ah, have you 
gone mad?  As Aunty Wong Mama’s friend would say” (137).  Here the writer 
provides contextual explanation as the narrator is merely recollecting something she 
has often heard her mother’s Chinese friend express.  But the narrator shows her 
active understanding of this Hokkien word, and makes it part of her vocabulary when 
she says,   
   But a little voice in me asked, did I really want to be a lawyer, and resolutely I 
replied firmly to myself yes, of course I did, what was the matter with me, siao ah?  
(137) 
 
Here is an example of a Chinese expression that is heard often and which becomes a 
part of the person’s speech repertoire.  When Kina has lunch in an Indian restaurant, 
she uses a Cantonese word which has become popular in the colloquial speech of the 
Malaysians: “I shyly suggested … that we ask the waiter to tapau it for us” (101).  A 
Tamil word appears in her mother’s speech: “‘The new rempah I bought from Achi at 
the corner …’” (8).  The word Achi means “aunty” in Tamil but this word is not as 
commonly used as the Cantonese tapau.  French words and phrases like, “‘Mes 
pauvres petites’” (19), “Mais oui” (13) and “ma cherie” (13) slip into Kina’s Aunty 
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Norah’s speech, as she is married to a Frenchman.  These non-Malay words help to 
construct a multilingual environment. 
 The writer also uses basilectal variety of English to construct the linguistic 
environment of urban Malaysia.  For instance, the character Aunty Wong says, 
   “I made a mistake  lah, Juliah, letting my mother-in-law look after Lucy las’ 
time when Lucy was a baby.  Now she only want to be with her Por-por,” Aunty 
Wong would say to Mama.  “But I had to help K.K. … in his business so no 
choice, what to do, an amah was too costly and sometimes not easy to find one 
that’s reliable.”  (20)  
 
The use of “lah”, the dropping of the final consonant ‘t”, and the phrases “so no 
choice” and “what to do” convey the kind of low variety of English used by the 
Chinese in Malaysia.  There is also code-mixing in Aunty Wong’s speech.  She uses 
the Cantonese word “por-por” which means grandmother, although she is talking to a 
Malay friend.  The knowledge of this word is widely shared in the community as is 
the Chinese word “amah” which means maid.  Hence the ease with which she uses 
them with her low variety of English.  Aunty Wong’s speech is a good example of 
how English is spoken with words from Hokkien and Malay.  When she says, “‘I 
know your Mama doesn’t believe in spoiling you girls but once in a way it’s nice to 
indulge oneself, meh, when there’s a chance,” (20), the Chinese interjection “meh” 
gives her speech the tone of a low variety of English, especially when she ends it with 
“true or not?”.  However, the particple “lah” is used sometimes for emphasis.  For 
instance, Kina’s cousin, Aunty Norah’s son Amri calls out in Malay, “‘Saya Melayu, 
lah!’” (66).This remark remembered by Kina as the “proud, defiant shout of a little 
boy” (66) who is half French. 
The low variety of English is also used to reflect a certain identity.  For 
instance, while studying in England Kina learns “four lines of parlour maid 
expressions” for a play.  Lines, such as, “‘Beg pardon Ma’am but there’s a gentl’man 
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wantin’ a word’”, “‘Lawks a mercy!’”, “‘Don’t mind if I do!’” and ‘“Oh ma’am, I’m 
so ‘appy for you!’” (120).  This variety of British English spoken by the working class 
stands in contrast to the English spoken by students at her boarding school in England, 
like Sophie’s observation: “‘My, my we are touchy, aren’t we?’” (107). It is against 
this Englishness that Kina learns to enjoy speaking the low variety of English with her 
boyfriend Shukri, who uses code-mixing in his compliments: “‘Wah, ada glamour’” 
(168).  Kina responds with, 
   “Oh, ‘tang-kew’, you are so kind one,” I replied with a giggle; as always, his 
disarming candour was a welcome reminder of my Malaysian roots, roots which 
were sometimes in danger of vanishing beneath the fruity layers of boarding 
school Englishness.  (168) 
 
Kina’s use of the word “one” and the pronunciation “tang-kew” shows that she uses 
the lower register for nostalgic reasons and not because it is part of her speech 
repertoire.  It creates a certain intimacy.  Shukri uses words like “alamak” (123), “lah” 
(123) and a phrase like “terror lah” (123), while his cousin Y uses words like “Ya lah” 
(123), and “‘frus’” (123).  These words appear often in Singapore-Malayan English.  
Although “alamak” is a Malay exclamation for surprise or annoyance, it is a widely 
used expression by both Malaysians and Singaporeans.  This shows that they resort to 
a lower register as a sign of camaraderie, but are capable of speaking in Standard 
English, unlike Aunty Wong, who only speaks in a low variety. There is a nostalgic 
tone in Shukri’s voice when he says, 
   “Syok” repeated Iki slowly, lingering over each syllable of the word.  “It’s such 
a typically Malaysian expression – Malays, Chinese, Indians, Eurasians – we all 
say it but I think it’s actually from the Arabic word ‘khusyuk.’”  (124) 
 
The camaraderie is built on the use of a low variety of English which reminds them of 
their home in Malaysia.  This can be clearly deduced from Y’s joking aside to his 
cousin, ‘“Hah, you ‘tink’ you only so clever, ah?’” (124). The reader realizes that 
these characters normally do not speak in this register.  In fact, the reader gathers that 
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the verbal repertoire of Malaysians seems to be strongly dependent on the ethnic and 
educational background of the speaker. 
 Kina grows up in a Malay community where the belief in the supernatural is 
deeply entrenched.  This belief in the existence of the spirit world has been passed 
down through the generations of folklore, and it predates the arrival of Islam (Andaya 
& Andaya 15).  The writer uses loan words from Malay to recreate the superstitions 
that even influence the educated Malay.  When Kina suffers from a nightmare, Mak 
‘kiah “murmured something about hantu jalanraya, and Kah ‘nah shivered and 
clutched her Ayat Kursi” (9) and as Kina continues to have the same nightmare, her 
mother who was reluctant to accept Mak ‘kiah’s view, changes her mind.  Kina is 
taken to see an old Malay woman, Nek’cik Ijah, who resides at Batu Lapan Gombak. 
   I was diagnosed as having inadvertently incurred the wrath of an unfriendly 
spirit, orang halus, who was extracting her … revenge on me as I slept.  (9 – 10) 
 
The narrator uses the Malay names for the spirits like “hantu jalanraya” and “orang 
halus” to convey the terror that these spirits evoke, which would otherwise be lost in 
translation.  The spirits have to be “propitiated in daily life” (Andaya & Andaya 15) to 
regain the goodwill of the spirit. 
   Nek ‘cik Ijah waved the fumes of kemenyan over my clothes, gave me a glass of 
special water to drink and advised Mama not to let me play outdoors nor hang 
about secluded corners “lebih-lebih bila sudah masa senja” for a couple of weeks 
or so.  (10) 
 
This warning in Malay means, “especially at twilight” (10), when it is believed, there 
are more evil spirits than at other times of the day.  This belief in the powers of the 
supernatural is recreated by representing the fundamental and wide-ranging 
significance of a bomoh in the lives of the common people in a Malay community. 
This role is recreated when the narrator says, “The weather turned unpredictable in the 
weeks leading up to the wedding and there were lengthy debates as to whether the 
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services of a bomoh ought to be employed to try to keep the rain in check” (46 – 47).  
However, instead of a bomoh, the grand aunt uses her own brand of magic. 
   But Toh ‘Ngah had her own solution.  A pair of Rose’s (unwashed) panties was 
thrown onto the roof of the house the day before the wedding and ‘kebabs’ of red 
chillies and onions were stuck round the edges of the garden. 
   It worked.  Perhaps too well for there was not a spot of rain until nearly ten days 
after the wedding.  (47) 
 
The ironical remark, “Perhaps too well” shows the protagonist’s subconscious 
resistance to the belief system.  In fact, Kina’s and Min’s attitude towards the 
supernatural is rather ambivalent, as they seem to joke about the vampire.  They coin 
a phrase “Pontianak of the 40 Virgins” (10) as a fantasy game to amuse themselves.  
Here, the writer illustrates the germ of independent thinking in the protagonist who 
outgrows these superstitions later in her life. 
 However, it is not easy to shake off some of the superstitious rituals as they 
are emotionally binding.  For instance when Aunty Norah becomes sick and loses her 
baby, Mak ‘kiah says, “it was merana and perhaps could be cured by having a mandi 
bunga” (55) which means she is pining after her miscarriage and needs a ritual bath, 
of water perfumed with flowers.  But her French husband takes her away on a holiday 
and the reader does not get to know what mandi bunga entails.  The reader, however, 
is given an account of mandi tolak bala, which means a bath to ward off misfortune.  
The narrator uses the phrases “mandi bunga” and “mandi tolak bala” (55) to capture 
the cultural distinctiveness of these rituals.  When Kina and Min reach puberty, their 
mother makes arrangements to take them to Nek ‘cik Ijah for this ritual. 
   We were whisked off early one morning where Nek’cik ‘Ijah had a large 
tempayan of cold water with flower petals and wedges of lime floating on the 
surface.  Clad only in faded batik sarongs, we were doused several times with the 
water and had bedak sejuk smeared on our faces afterwards. 
   Mama stopped by at the surau, a few doors away from Nek’cik ‘Ijah’s house, 
with a gantang of rice and setanduk pisang emas.  (55) 
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After the ritual the accompanying words by the Pak Imam, “May Allah reward you 
well” is rather problematic.  Why does he speak in English?  It is interesting to note 
that he uses the Arabic word “Allah” while Kina’s mother uses the English word 
“God”. 
   “In the same way that God has made yourselves complete in your appearance, 
may He make your characters also beautiful.”  (56) 
 
This rather touching account of mandi tolak bala gives the reader not only an insight 
into the mother’s bond with her daughters, but also the effect of superstition on Kina.  
The Malay loan words not only signify difference but also indicate how rooted these 
rituals are in the community.  The narrator “by employing language variance, the 
‘part’ of a wider cultural whole, which assists in the work of language seizure whilst 
being neither transmuted nor overwhelmed by its adopted vehicle” (Ashcroft et al. 51).  
 Since the novel is about the image of a girl in the process of becoming a 
woman what Kina takes for granted at the age of nine changes with the turmoil of 
May 13th 1969.  Their driver, Aru, who drops them off after school, saying, “I better 
bring to workshop this afternoon, if not helluva problem” (26) and who “had been 
more or less part of the family” (37) is burnt alive in the car on his way back, during 
the riots that break out in Kuala Lumpur. He is replaced by Pak Cik Mat Saja.  When 
Kina and her sister Min, asks the new driver to put up the tent, which Aru used to do 
willingly, the new driver replies: “Itu bukan kerja Pak Cik” (36) which translates into, 
“It is not my job”.  The use of Malay here is perhaps because the driver speaks no 
other language or it could be because Kina speaks Malay to him.  This learning 
experience is subtly conveyed through this sentence: “Min and I missed messing 
about in the tent in the garden” (36). 
 A more painful lesson is learnt from Linda and Lidia, Rose’s sisters-in-law.  
After inviting Kina for lunch, they keep her waiting for over forty-five minutes, and 
 186
finally leave her to have her lunch by herself while they chat with someone who is 
seated at another table.  Then they rush off without eating their old food because they 
have a hairdresser’s appointment.   
   Lidia glanced at her watch and gave a small shriek of horror.  “I’ve got to be at 
the hairdresser’s at two thirty!  Bye, sayang, it was great lunching with you, we 
must do it again some time.”  (115)  
 
The irony of the situation is conveyed by the phrase “great lunching with you” as she 
had neither eaten nor talked to her.  The insincerity is conveyed through the Malay 
word “sayang” which means “darling”.  Kina learns that people who are “sweet” and 
“so charming” (115) are not necessarily very sincere.  She realizes, too, that in trying 
to be friends with Rose’s sisters-in-law, she was being “disloyal to Rose” (115).  The 
code-mixing here reflects the manner in which middle-class Malays use Standard 
English. 
 Another important lesson that she learns has to do with Rose’s mother-in-law.  
When they are at a Chinese restaurant in Soho, the father-in-law orders all the Chef’s 
‘specials’ recommended by Aunty Yah, the mother-in-law. 
“But I don’t think the chicken is halal,” I ventured timidly trying not to appear 
ungracious. 
 Aunty Yah laughed her pretty silvery laugh. “Manja Aunty, kita ‘ni ‘kan dalan 
keadaan darurat!” 
“When in Rome do as the Romans do,” quoted Uncle smilingly ….  (102) 
 
The use of the word “halal” by Kina is the kind of code-mixing that one expects from 
modern Malays.  It is used without a translation as the word has complex religious 
connotations.  However, the code-switching, which comes naturally to Aunty Yah is 
translated by the uncle.  Kina tells herself that “Aunty Yah and Uncle would know 
what was right …” (102) and puts aside her reservations.  It is only at the end of the 
novel that Rose tells Kina what she thinks of her mother-in-law and sisters-in-law.  
She says, “beneath that elegant exterior of hers, she’s actually a very crude woman” 
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(180) and “his sisters have a talent … of saying the nastiest things in the sweetest 
possible way” (180).  She also says, “‘Abah and Mama had more or less washed their 
hands off me” (180) and “Abang Ray sometimes doesn’t talk to me” (181).  The 
kinship words, “Abah” which means father and “Abang” which means brother but 
used as a word of respect for a husband, are in Malay.  This kind of code-mixing 
reflects a common practice among English-educated Malays.  
In the epilogue, when accused of being fussy about choosing a husband, Kina 
reflects: 
   The truth of the matter is, I am afraid.  The man I love may well prove to be a 
stranger beside me.  Who knows what lies beyond the bedroom door? 
   And always in my mind I see Rose – ugly red weals on her wrist; a deep, dark 
bruise on her arm.  Rose – staggering out of the horrible clinic, her face a ghastly 
colour, teeth chattering uncontrollably.  (192) 
 
The profound effect of Rose’s suffering on Kina’s psyche is an indictment on her 
society for ignoring the social evil of wife-battering.  The final lines in the epilogue, 
“No, Rose, no, you were not a bad person.  It was all of us who stood silently by as 
you suffered who are bad” (192), sums up the dialogic tension in the novel. 
The title of the novel is a phrase that answers a Malay song, sung by Aunty 
Norah at Rose’s wedding, which says “Di mana ‘kan ‘ku cari ganti”… “Serupa 
dengan ‘mu?” (50). This question translates into “where will I ever find another 
exactly as you?”  The title, which answers this question seems to be slightly 
sentimental, but then the protagonist is not yet sixteen.  
The reader observes the verifying details which establish the narration as a 
Bildungsroman.  In fact, the details are significant and persuasive because it happens 
to be about the narrator and her sister Rose, both of whom have been richly realized 
for the reader throughout the narration.  The learning process of Kina which is subtly 
rendered captures the emotional impact of these events that mould her into a woman.  
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The use of code-mixing, code-switching, lexical borrowings and the low variety of 
English enables the writer to construct a distinctive multilingual world where the 




In Playing Madame Mao (2000), Lau Siew Mei through effective exploitation 
of the convention of multiple narrators is able to fully explore the concept of freedom 
of speech.  This is because 
   The language used by characters in the novel, how they speak, is verbally and 
semantically autonomous; each character’s speech possesses its own belief 
system, … thus it may also refract authorial intentions and consequently may to a 
certain degree constitute a second language for the author.  (Bakhtin 315) 
 
Thus the multiplicity of voices enables the author to express the underlying theme of 
the narrative.  According to the writer, “central to Playing Madame Mao is the 
question of what freedom of speech means to human society.  What are the effects of 
censorship and self-censorship upon the inner lives of people living in a country 
where they are prevalent?” (Quayum 446).  Lau Siew Mei migrated to Australia in 
1994 and her novel, published in Australia, uses a mode of presentation which 
imposes an aesthetic distance from the obliquely political message buried in a 
phantasmagoric representation of life in Singapore.  The main plot of the novel deals 
with the so called Marxist incident of 1987 when a group of Catholic Church workers 
were arrested for conspiring to incite resistance against the state of Singapore.  The 
writer uses this incident to dramatize the effects of censorship and lack of freedom of 
speech in a society. 
The blurb by Nicholas Jose states that the novel is “a phantasmagoric 
representation of the life in a world of mirrors, where a woman’s memoir of her 
existence is projected through flashes of this myth and history”.  The effective 
exploitation of this mode is possible as the characters, Tang the scholar, Roxanne the 
journalist, Chiang Ching the script writer and the third person narrator, all speak in the 
same register, as they come from the educated upper middle-class, where English has 
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become the language of thought and feeling in Singapore.  This allows the writer to 
make rapid changes of scene where one point of view blends into the other.  The 
voice of Madame Mao is in vernacular transcription and it is through the role-play of 
Chiang Ching the actress and script writer, that her voice is heard.  By using the same 
name, Chiang Ching, for both the actress in Singapore and for Madame Mao, the 
writer is able to create the time-shifts involving cross-reference, backwards and 
forwards, across the chronological span of action.   
The writer constructs the multilingual environment of Singapore through the 
speech of the minor figures like the “old amah” Ah Mui, the old man Ah Pek and old 
Encik Ali, who speak in a lower register.  When Ah Mui says, “‘Two men to see 
master’” (19) and ‘“I am old, lah’” (24), the writer establishes a low variety of 
English.  With the stone engraver, the writer uses the interjection “ah” to denote the 
lower register.  He says, ‘“You must be important lady ah.  What you like?  A poem?  
In stone? You have money?’” (27), and “‘Many think death important’” (27).  The 
omission of articles and markers for question show that he has very little formal 
education in English.  Encik Ali says “‘You come again, ah?’” (44).  Here “ah” which 
denotes the lower register, used as a question particle is a typical Singapore-Malayan 
English speech.  However, the dialogue with Ah Pek is rather problematic.  He starts 
with a low variety of English when he says, “‘Complain also no use’” (76) and “‘Why 
you not married’” (76) but as the dialogue develops he moves to a higher register with 
statements like, “‘They didn’t dare execute her’” (76), ‘“I went to China in support of 
the Communist Revolution’” (76), and ‘“I was one of the lucky ones who managed to 
survive’” (77).  This inconsistency mars the artistic representation of the speaking 
voice of Ah Pek. 
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A multilingual environment is also evoked through the use of lexical 
borrowings from Malay, the Chinese dialects and the Indian languages.  They are 
scattered throughout the narrative.  The knowledge of the Malay words such as putat 
laut (11), kachang puteh (39), pontiank  (94), kampung (99), buaya (166), Merdeka 
(207), kueh lepis (149), kris (114), attap (223), rojak (234), pasar malam (110), laksa 
(228), wayang (64) and orang laut (249) are shared broadly by all Singaporeans to 
need any translation.  However, the spelling of the words jagar (44) and tiadapa (217) 
are different from the usual “jaga” and “tidak apa”.  The Chinese dialect words like 
Pao Chou (64), choy sum (65), fu-sang (15), pon piah (31), ham chin peng (207) may 
be less widely known while all Singaporeans will understand the words kiasu (89), 
samfoo (191) and kopi-tiam (105).  Likewise the knowledge of the Indian words like 
mama (58), karma (36), suttee (12), kali-yuga (38), pratas (191), kavadis (243) and 
tilak (241) are shared broadly by the society.  Aiya (89) and alamak (89) are common 
exclamations which all Singaporeans and Malaysians understand.  Hence, it is the 
lexical borrowings from Malay, the Indian languages and the Chinese dialects, in the 
on going story that run parallel to the memoir, which foreground the narrative as 
taking place in a multilingual Singapore, where loan words are often incorporated into 
the syntax of Standard English. 
 The use of code-switching in the narrative has a different function.  After 
being freed, Tang recalls a Malay proverb.  The translation is given within 
parentheses by the writer, for it is important that the reader understands it.  The 
proverb says, “when a tiger dies, he leaves his stripes; when an elephant dies, he 
leaves his bones; when a man dies, he leaves his name” (221).  Tang, faced with the 
shame of accepting the conditions for his release, sees himself as someone who has 
lost his “good name” (221).  The fact that Tang remembers the Malay proverb shows 
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that he is either a Straits Chinese who is familiar with Malay or he is someone who 
has studied the Malay language.  The proverb conveys the shame Tang feels for 
having compromised his freedom of speech. 
The theme of freedom of speech is woven into the contexture of the language 
that Ching uses.  Her preference for substitution like “chairman”, “Red Guard” and 
“scholar” in her script suggests her fear to express bald facts. These parts stand for the 
whole with a certain affective and thematic intent.  In fact, the synecdochic mode, 
allows the narrator flexibility to move from the myth to the memoir of Madame Mao 
and back to her own psyche, where freedom of speech takes high priority because 
Tang, her husband, is arrested for writing an article in a Catholic journal. 
It is through the point of view of Roxanne, a reporter from Straits Times, that 
the existence of freedom of speech in Singapore is explored.  In a scene at the Straits 
Times, during a discussion among journalists, to a question asked by a senior reporter, 
“why pretend we have freedom of the press when we don’t?” (266), a Political Desk 
journalist replies, 
   ‘Actually, one doesn’t really know.  One can only test the limits, like a ship at 
the edge of someone’s water borders, … Then when they crack down, you know 
you’ve gone too far.  The problem is that it simply creates an atmosphere of 
uncertainty.  The journalists themselves do not try, do not wish to report on 
anything that may be perceived as sensitive.  It’s more a case of self-censorship.’  
(266) 
 
Self-censorship is seen as the direct result of a society that has been under constant 
surveillance from those in power.  Thus there is an inbred fear.  This incident captures 
the prevailing atmosphere of a society that is told it is free, but does not feel it is free. 
This is summed up by Tang when he thinks that, there’s “no freedom here, our press 
is muzzled, we are muzzled” (233).  The lack of freedom of the press is dramatized by 
juxtaposing, Tang’s account of the hunger strike’s failure between Roxanne’s 
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comment about the event as it takes place and her reflection after it fails.  As a 
reporter, Roxanne is privy to how the editor feels. 
     Word has been passed down that we are not to take too much interest in the 
strike.  They want to prevent sympathy.  My editor is jittery over everything and 
keeps all our articles under tight scrutiny.  (261) 
 
This is followed by Tang’s account of what takes place when the television news crew 
moves into his living room.  After a week and a half of hunger strike, Tang is coaxed 
into eating by the media while he is very weak.  Then headlines like “Hunger Strike 
Fails” (263) and “How long suffering, this champion of the wronged” (263) 
dominates the media.  Roxanne’s response to this illustrates how facts get distorted by 
the media.  
   Why should there be such headlines about Tang’s hunger strike when we were 
told to keep it low?  Why the build-up in the media, and then the ultimate 
humiliation for Tang?  (263) 
 
The writer here conveys the idea that the media often manipulates news or slants it to 
the advantage of those in power.  
For Tang, freedom “in art is paramount but when the essential oppressions are 
not tackled, the media critics become sightseers watching a naked Emperor parade 
and shouting defiantly, “‘This is art.  This is freedom of expression’, and all the while 
the average, the fearful, the inconsequential is celebrated” (232).  To support his 
conclusion, Tang cites an actual historical incident.  The episode took place in 
Singapore during the performance of “Brother Cane” at 5th Passage Gallery on the 
first of January 1994, when the actor, Josef Ng, drank his own urine and cut his pubic 
hair.  According to Tang, this actor was made “an instant hero by the media trying to 
appear liberated, having tacit agreement with the government on what issues it can 
blow up” (232).  The authenticity of the cited example gives an added force to Tang’s 
thesis that in an “oppressive society, scum rises” (232).  The writer presents 
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selectively such instances through a consciousness that is traumatized by the lack of 
freedom of speech.  This allows for introspection and reflection. 
The complex nature of the concept of freedom of speech is fully dramatized 
when Ching meets an acquaintance on Orchard Road. 
‘Ching!’ she greeted me, throwing her arms around me as if I was her greatest 
friend.  She began to talk non-stop.  She wanted to invite me home to dinner. She 
invited my confidence.  I had none to give her. 
   I stepped back from her embrace and said cuttingly, ‘Do I know you?  When I 
was no one, did you not pick on me?  Were you not the one who turned the group 
against me for no reason other than to show that you had the power, that you were 
more popular?  Leave me alone now.’  (238 – 239) 
 
But this response is never uttered aloud, for “some courtesy” prevents Ching from 
verbalizing her thoughts.  Thus the empirical reality exemplifies the difficulty of 
speaking or expressing truthfully what one thinks.  Roxanne reflects during an 
interview with the Chairman, while taking down notes with her “compact tape 
recorder turned on as backup” (210), on the central dilemma of freedom of speech. 
How absurd that in freedom there has to be one who is free to do as he likes at the 
expense of another.  So the balance stays: one is free and one is imprisoned by the 
other’s liberty.  (210) 
 
By offering differing points of view, the writer allows the reader an intellectual 
engagement with the narrative.   
It is through Ching’s consciousness that the political nature of freedom of 
speech is examined. 
   Yet I begin to think there must be something wrong with a place where we are 
too afraid to think of opposing a government we elected, which is there, meant to 
serve us.  They have no intrinsic authority beyond that which we have invested in 
them, yet they have outgrown whatever function we gave them, and now they 
have the ultimate power and we only submit to what they tell us.  It is a 
Frankenstein’s monster we have created.  A nightmare of the mind.  Sometimes 
we are afraid even to hear ourselves think.  (112) 
 
She sees this lack of freedom acted out by the control imposed by the director in-
charge of the play: “I wait for my cue from the director, obeying his command as 
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though he were God, and I unable to move out of the script” (112).  By inference, the 
reader feels this is the human condition.  The concluding statement, “I am no doll” 
(112) though ambiguous subtly links the idea to the myth that the mirror creatures are 
abiding their time, and will “ recover their true selves” (16).  Tang, who is the only 
character who is interiorized to any significant extent, other than Ching, alludes to 
Kahlil Gibran’s view of freedom expressed in The Prophet.  According to Tang, 
Gibran thinks, “freedom is not when you are without difficulties, but when their 
weight binds you like a chain, and you rise above them.”  And he goes on to say, 
“Firstly, be rid of the tyrant who is within you, before killing the tyrant without” (273).  
But Tang is unable to follow this wisdom because of his paranoia which makes him 
think, “what if they have planted the tyrant within you so you live in fear?” (273).  
The paranoia leads Tang to commit suicide, and drives Ching out of Singapore. 
   I had thought upon coming here that I would begin to live, to breathe, to form my 
own identity, but I am as before the actress, playing out roles and watching from a 
distance.  And I am alone.  As always.  Something to do with the nature of my city, 
perhaps.  Something to do with standing alone.  Something to do with paranoia, of 
an “I – land (island) surrounded by possible enemies.  (310) 
 
The reader is left with the feeling that an oppressive society not only inhibits its 
citizens but also alienates them from their surroundings.  
The discrete points of view also blend with the use of rhetorical patterning of 
the mirror world which relates to the thematic core of the novel.  In fact, the details of 
the mirror world are organized and presented in a way which emphasizes the 
underlying theme of freedom of speech.  For example, in the description of the city, 
the thematic intent is highlighted: “Their alphabet traverses the parallel lines the city 
imposes, the strict constructs of a building plan, a road over there, a waterway” (143).  
This picture is developed metonymically, to describe the nature of the mirror people:  
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   Their words travel vertically instead of horizontally.  The eye is led up and 
down the page, from right to left.  They begin where others end; they work 
backwards, so they face the past.  (143) 
 
The writer combines items in a sequence from the details of the buildings to the 
language and finally to the “grasp of worldly power” which is seen in the eyes of the 
mirror people. 
   Now, too, with years of imprisonment, they have hardened.  They change as we 
in the city have changed.  In their eyes I have seen the changes.  Their eyes are 
cool and indifferent.  They clamour for their freedom.  (143) 
 
The mirror images take on a sinister connotation as it is repeated throughout the 
narrative implying the potential to undermine the city’s very existence. 
The power of the mirror people, who clamour for freedom, to overthrow the 
establishment, is captured through the surrealistic mode of presentation.  Take for 
instance the murder of the Captain of the Red Guards: 
   In one rapid twist of her hand, she reaches to his shirt front and has driven her 
slim hand inwards through the wave of the fabric, under his beating skin.  When 
she swiftly withdraws her hand, a gaping hole appears.  The Captain crumples.  In 
her hand is a slimy mass of bloody organs.  Blood drips from the chunk in her 
hand and stains the carpet at her feet.  (131) 
 
Although the event reported is impossible, the style in which it is repeated is lucid and 
appropriate to descriptions of actuality.  Ching is a witness to this crime, and the 
surrealistic picture turns macabre when the “mirror woman turns to her victim coldly 
and swallows what is dangling from her lips” (131).  This dramatic but surrealistic 
episode is clearly not introduced to guarantee the reality of the parallel narrative, but 
to add another dimension to that reality.  What is suggested by the murder of the 
Captain is that the oppressed will eventually overthrow the oppressor.  On reading the 
account of the murder, the reader might feel that Ching is undergoing some sort of 
hallucination.  This is a logical inference, because Ching has her first hallucination on 
the stage: 
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   I did not know when I became aware of her presence upon the stage.  I was in 
the midst of a long wail when a shadow moved swiftly across.  I caught my breath.  
The audience waited as silence fell. 
   ‘Ma, ma!’ the words broke softly from my lips.  ‘I see this mirror creature.’  (82) 
 
However, the reader is not allowed to rest comfortably with this assumption, since the 
imaginary and the factual blend together throughout the narrative, which makes it 
difficult to eliminate entirely the possibility that it might all be taking place. 
The justification of this surrealistic mode of presentation is that the novel 
expresses the consciousness of a woman, Ching, who while acting out the life of 
Madame Mao, is traumatized by the detention of her husband, Tang.  A certain 
amount of stress is building up within her for she says, 
   I cross the stage with my robe trailing.  I am unable to rest.  I am tired of 
thinking, of staying at home being afraid, and of watching my acquaintences 
slowly drop off.  (156) 
 
The tension created within Ching by Tang’s detention is summed up when she admits 
to herself, “The weight of bearing up alone terrifies me” (23).  This pressure within 
her is rendered in a sequence of effects which are linked with the life of Madame Mao.  
The play acts out the life of Madame Mao in a cell writing her memoir with verifying 
details, which establishes the historicity of the account.  However, because of the lack 
of continuity, the reader is often challenged by the non-realistic mode which shows 
Ching losing a grip on reality.  In the epilogue Ching states: 
   One day I see a mirror woman.  Standing in the mall, staring at me, as a pair of 
yellow tights saunters past between us.  Then she turns and faces a shop window.  
If I gaze more intently a glimmer as of scales or small mirrors can be seen 
reflected off her skin.  Only she knows that which is within me, hide it as I may 
from others.  (309) 
 
Ching, shadowed by the mirror woman, deludes herself into believing that she is 
Madame Mao.  Lynn Miller, Ching’s neighbour in Brisbane, tells Roxanne, who has 
come to visit Ching, 
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   … she told me that she was Madame Mao Tse-tung.  Well, now, I don’t know 
really who she is, I mean Chiang Ching.  But my husband, Ben, said Chiang 
Ching was Chairman Mao’s last wife?  That Chiang Ching, he means, the one that 
died.  That’s a fact.  He read it in the papers years ago.  She killed herself in 1991, 
he said.  (306) 
 
The ending grows out of the narrative which dramatizes Ching’s schizophrenic life in 
Singapore, where she lives in her imagination, acting Madame Mao’s life.  According 
to Taylor, the answer to “Who am I” cannot necessarily be answered by giving name 
and genealogy.  “What does answer this question for us is an understanding of what is 
of crucial importance to us.”  He goes on to say, 
   My identity is defined by the commitments and identifications which provide 
the frame or horizon within which I can try to determine from case to case what is 
good, or valuable, or what ought to be done, or what I endorse or oppose.  In other 
words, it is the horizon within which I am capable of taking a stand.  (Taylor 27) 
 
Ching’s identity crisis, seen as the natural consequence of a woman who impersonates 
another on the stage for a long period of time, is rooted in the uncertainty of where 
she stands in relation to the value system of her country where there is no freedom of 
speech. 
The mirror image which is the prime moving force in developing the theme 
links the memoir of Madame Mao with the life of Ching, blurring the boundary 
between the imagined and the factual.  The reader notices a discernible pattern, in the 
repetition of the mirror image, which seems to take on the function of a symbol.  The 
symbolic mode of its presentation focuses attention upon two of its properties: its 
reflective quality and its ability to distort.  The reflective quality of the mirror image 
is highlighted when Roxanne says to Ching, “‘I will be your mirror”’ (43).  The image 
is also used as a means to reflect Ching’s thoughts as she imagines herself haunted by 
Madame Mao’s ghost.  
   I study my face in my mirror.  But the mirror is only a slave, and can do no more 
than reflect the face of the beholder.  I have long known that in the mirror I have 
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my friend, my audience to whom I perform my smiles, lines and gestures.  A false 
self perhaps.  I learn nothing more than what I tell it.  (71) 
 
As the narrative develops, the quality to reflect merges with the quality to distort.  The 
systematic foregrounding of details leads to a final thematic epiphany, when Madame 
Mao is seen in her “Dishevelled bedclothes” muttering, 
   ‘Do they know what he wants better than I do?  Are they mind readers?  He is 
only a decrepit senescent man they have made into an idol, into whom they all 
read their own intentions.  He is their great mirror reflecting their philosophies to 
them, nothing else. Falsehoods.  All of them false.’  (289) 
 
The dynamic tension created by the two properties of the mirror culminates in this 
statement while Madame Mao is incarcerated by the Red Guards.   
The repetition of the mirror motif also links the natural world to the mythic 
mirror world.  The elements of figuration derived from a Chinese mythology see the 
mirror world as “a watery realm” where the dead soul travels to.  Using a third person 
narrator, the writer is able to depict Ching’s encounter with the mirror woman.  The 
supernatural aspect of this meeting is heightened with the invocation of the name 
“Kapila” (16).  This name that appears in a Buddhist Sutra which mentions the use of 
Kapila magic by Matangi, a low caste woman, who succeeds in drawing a monk to 
her sensual body, adds to the hallucinatory nature of the writing.  The non-realistic 
mode of presentation makes irrelevant what language is being used for 
communication.  What is important is that early in the narrative Ching thinks that 
those “in the theatre are like beings in the death realm” and “are the mirror creatures 
scattering light, catching now and again a nuance, a word that sounds like life” (15).  
This identification builds up a certain ambiguity, and the reader is never certain if the 
mirror people are made of flesh and blood or just spirits.  Later, as the narrative 
unfolds, the reader accepts the dialogue between Ching and the Emperor of the mirror 
city, who sees himself as “semi-divine” and as “possessing supernatural powers” 
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(145).  The Emperor tells Ching, “‘Humanity cannot be part of law.  The law is all.  
This is the Emperor’s creed”’ (149).  This digression, when Ching meets the mythical 
Emperor, blends into the central theme of freedom when Ching discusses the 
Emperor’s notion to her friend Roxanne.   
   ‘Think of it, how different are the bureaucrats in our city when it comes to 
regulations?  Put someone in a bureaucratic job and you remove every scrap of 
individual humanity from that person, all you get is a shell, and a lazy strickler to 
rules.  Who objects then?’  (149) 
 
By manipulating a continuous parallel between contemporaneity and myth, the writer 
develops the theme of freedom of speech. 
The mythical account of the mirror world is given at the very beginning of the 
narrative. 
   The mirror creatures once lived in our world, in the time of the Yellow Emperor, 
though they were distinct from those of the real world.  The mirror creatures 
mingled with us and had conversation.  But the mirror ruler tired to take over, and 
the Yellow Emperor imprisoned the creatures behind the glass.  He forced them to 
take on the identities of those who looked into the mirror, repeating their actions, 
as if in a dream. Some say that at a time in the future the glass will break.  (15 – 
16) 
 
The association of the glass image with the mirror world highlights the element of 
imprisonment.  This is made explicit with Ching’s statement, ‘“In thirty years we will 
lose our freedom’” and become ‘“clones manufactured by the Chairman,’” and ‘“he 
will succeed in bringing down the glass over the city’” (106).  Later, when Ching is 
under emotional pressure, the third person narrator says, “Lately a feeling of glass 
surrounds her,” and 
   She begins to think of herself as being apart from the world and the concerns of 
other heads on human shoulders … When she walked through the subway 
brushing past thousands of these heads, she felt like an automaton.  (206)   
 
A feeling of isolation and of being trapped in glass is conveyed here.  As the narrative 
develops, Ching finds herself looking at herself: “I glimpse my vague face in the 
reflecting glass of a distant cabinet,” and the sensation becomes bizarre when she says, 
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“I am drifting … in and out … of this body I have called mine” (285).  This feeling of 
being trapped conveys the physical of loss of freedom which is the natural outcome of 
having no freedom of speech.  
It is the fish simile that relates most immediately to the thematic core of the 
novel, the trapped matrix.  This helplessness is captured in similes like, “He struggles 
feebly between them like a giant fish they have hooked” (129), “The crowd sweeps 
her along like a fish caught in a wave” (192) and “Words are feeble things gasping on 
the page like fish” (315).  But it is through an extended metaphor, describing the rape 
of the mirror woman, that the writer fully explores the nature of this helplessness. 
   She is lying like a fish upon the cutting board where she is peeled and sliced, 
soft flesh falling away, her skeleton of bones laid aside.  She is probed with the 
tips of stinging knives, tested by forks, her thighs are wedged open, she is salted.  
(60) 
 
The metaphorical description with its graphic details, dramatizes fully the 
helplessness in   those who are deprived of freedom both physical and mental.  The 
fish image is repeated as the novel unfolds, but it gets an added significance when it is 
linked with history. 
   In the philosophy of the Tao Te Ching the way to rule a nation is like frying fish: 
to do it lightly so that people do not know they are being ruled.  (215) 
 
By giving a glimpse of this historical writing with the fish simile, the writer links 
thematically the main concern of the novel, freedom of speech, with the myth which 
says that “The mirror creatures will stir, with the fish awakening first” (16).  The 
myth also states that, “The mirror creatures imprisoned throughout aeons will recover 
their true selves. They will act as those who walk freely” (16).  The fish image 
therefore acts like a leitmotif linking the different fragments of the narrative for her 
husband Tang feels that he “is in a large fish bowl” (114) and after Tang’s suicide, 
Ching echoes her husband’s sensation when she says that, she is “like a fish 
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imprisoned in its aquarium looking out” (286).  Ching feels she is a prisoner because 
she is unable to express herself without fear of censorship.  
The historical fragment on Han Fei-tzu (c. 280 – 233 BC) is used to highlight 
the theme of freedom of speech.  In his essay entitled, The Five Vermin (216), Han 
states that the “wise sovereign does not tolerate the existence of the briefest of 
writings: in his state, the Law constitutes the one and only doctrine” (216).  This essay 
inspired the burning of books by emperor Chin Shih Huang who ruled China from 
221 – 210 BC.  This was during the Chin or Qin dynasty when the First Emperor 
became “synonymous with terror” (Wicket 192).  Thus the histocial reference 
becomes thematically connected, for early in the narrative Tang tells Ching, 
   ‘They will burn the books of scholars because in our history thought is more to 
be feared than weapons.  It is safer to turn us to making money than to let us 
think.’  (67) 
 
The First Emperor “even tried to standardize ideas” (Wickert 197).  Hence, there was 
no real freedom of speech during his dynasty.  By avoiding the continuity of a 
realistic novel and by having fragments of history to balance the mythical aspects of 
the narrative, the writer is able to explore its thematic intent obliquely. 
    In the concluding fragment the sacrifice of individual freedom is captured 
when Ching says, “Perhaps I, perhaps Tang, perhaps even the Chairman, have tried to 
step beyond the palm of the Buddha’s hand or to escape the strings of the director” 
(316).  This reference to the Buddha’s hand alludes to the tale of the Monkey God 
who tries to go beyond the palm of the Buddha’s hand.  The tale ends when the 
Buddha spreads his fingers wide and says, “‘Climb into my palm, little one and see, 
your marks are upon my fingers’” (255).  The discovery is summed up thus: 
   The Monkey God saw that what he said was true and experienced crushing 
despair, for he realized then that no matter how he tried, in his limited capacity, he 
would never be beyond, he could never get outside, that there existed for him no 
other world he could escape to.  (255) 
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This tale of the Monkey God is the one that relates most directly to the thematic core 
of the novel, the trapped matrix.  The novel ends with the voice of Madame Mao 
thinking while trapped on the stage surrounded by “the whisperings” (316) and 
criticisms of the audience.  
The narrative strategy of Playing Madame Mao, which blends the imaginary, 
the historical and the mythical, through a homogeneous tone of voice, enables the 
writer to make graceful transitions between discrete points of view on freedom of 
speech and censorship.  The fragmentation, however, checks any inclination the 
reader may have to sink into an emotional identification with political message or the 
main characters.  In fact, the non-realistic mode detaches the reader from the 
experience presented and makes the reader think about the total scope and meaning of 
the discourse which evokes an allegory of a nation under the rule of a tyrant.  The 
impression the reader gathers from the novel is that Standard English, which serves 
the purpose of patterning the mythic dimension, serves also the purpose of day to day 
living and thinking among the educated middle-class across the different racial 
communities in Singapore.  However, the writer uses lexical borrowings from the 
dominant languages and the use of low variety of English to construct a multilingual 




Fiona Cheong’s second novel, Shadow Theatre (2002) was published in New 
York.  Her first novel, The Scent of the Gods (1991), about a young girl growing up in 
Singapore, likewise was published in New York.  The narrative structure of the novel 
Shadow Theatre grows out of its title, which is derived from the Malay words, 
“wayang kulit”.  In the performance of this traditional theatre, Wayang Kulit, the 
shadows of the highly decorated leather puppets, mounted on strips of light wood, 
appear on a screen, to play a part in a narrative and disappear into the darkness.  This 
is made possible by the light behind the screen as the puppeteer manipulates the 
wooden strips while narrating the story, in order to animate the figures.  Fiona Cheong 
combines the modern convention of multiple narrators and the traditional pre-Islamic 
Malay way of dramatizing the story.  Each narrator appears and disappears like 
shadows on a traditional screen, to give their perspective of an incident that occurred 
sometime in the past.  It has the characteristic fluidity of discourse found in oral 
cultures, in which an ever-changing narrative is continuously altered by successive 
contributors.  The theme of child abuse is slowly unravelled as these narrators recount 
what they heard and saw.  As there are eight narrators, the writer uses subtitles to 
show the connections and link between them and the main character, Shakilah, who is 
in the main victim of child abuse in the narrative. 
In Cheong’s narrative strategy, the emphasis in the narration is on the 
individual consciousness and sensibility of each narrator.  In the representation of the 
dominant speaking voice of Helena Sim, one of the narrators that the reader hears 
more than any other, Cheong uses stylization.  The writer exploits Helena’s 
Singapore-English, which grow out of her historical past, to highlight her personality.  
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As a Peranakan, she is a Malay-speaking Chinese.  Although she has an English 
secondary school education, unintentional code-mixing in her spoken language takes 
place.  For instance, the Malay word “bukan” appears like a question-tag, consistently 
in her narration: “still fresh for me, bukan?” (112), “the fellow just died, bukan?” 
(113), “We grew up around here, bukan?” (120) and “Don’t tempt fate, bukan?” (121). 
Malay phrases like, “bodoh–bodoh” (98), “betul-betul” appear more than once in her 
narration.  Although there are contextual explanations, the writer provides a glossary.  
The word “lah” is tagged on to her words like a participle: “why-lah”, “penance-lah”, 
“else-lah”, “died-lah”, “funny-lah”, “surprising-lah”, “ya-lah”, “luckily-lah”, “wait-
lah”, “crash-lah”, “hallucinating-lah” and “see-lah”.  It functions as an “intensifying 
particple, as a marker of informal style and as a signal of intimacy” (Tongue 114).  
The writer exploits this particular use of “lah” to delineate the narrator’s personality.  
Her peculiar use of “also” and “only” not only captures the local flavour, but also her 
individuality.  Examples of these are: “married a few days only” (113), “for her 
benefit only” (113), “to certain limit only” (116), “he heard about it only” (123), 
“coming to kachau only” (116) and “always wants to stay home only” (98).  Phrases 
like “easy to blame heat also” (100) and “I asked her about him also” (123), together 
with the code mixing, make Helena Sim’s voice distinct, as it stands in contrast to the 
other voices in the novel.  The writer stylizes the narrator’s speech further with the 
use of the word “okay”.  This word appears consistently at regular intervals in her 
narration, like a question-tag which gives her speech an individualized colouring.  
Although Helena’s individualized speech does not reflect the actual speech of the 
Peranakans, it does capture some of the essence of their speech repertoire.  More 
importantly, a distinct personality emerges through the writer’s artistic organization of 
the narrator’s speech. 
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 The effectiveness of this individualized speech rests on the contrast created by 
the Standard English used by Rose Sim, her daughter.  In fact, Standard English is 
used by all the other narrators except Rohanna Aziz, since they have had English 
education.  Even Lulu Mendez, the live-in maid of Madame Dorothy Neo, who won 
the “writing contest’ (182) and a servant “who only wants to read books” (182) speak 
in Standard English.  
The low variety of English is, however, used by the writer to construct a 
multilingual environment.  Characters that have little or basic, English education like 
Malika says, “‘You go and look yourself’” (16) which is typical Singapore-English.  
Rose Sim lapses in Singapore-English occasionally: “So we stopped, out of politeness 
only” (156).  Auntie Coco uses a low variety of Singapore-English when talking to 
Rose and Shakilah: She says “‘Ah, you have a good doctor or not?’” (157) and “‘Oh, 
sama sama.’” (158).The omission of question marker, and the code-mixing with the 
Malay words “sama sama” comes naturally to Auntie Coco who has lived her whole 
life in Singapore.  Among friends, those who speak Standard English often switch to 
Singpaore-English, which ranges from the low to the prestigious variety.   
There is code-switching from Standard English to a low variety of English, 
when Rohana says, “‘For cooking-lah’” (130).  The particple ‘lah’ is used to indicate 
that Rohana is not telling the truth, that she is hiding the real reason why she is 
collecting flowers in the cemetery in the middle of the night for according to R.K 
Tongue, “lah” is used for “persuading, deriding, wheedling, rejecting and a host of 
other purposes” (115).  However, Abdul’s response is in Standard English.  This is 
not inconsistent with his character, as his best friend is Matthew, the “Eurasian boy 
with the Chinese mother” (130).  The variety of English used for speech will often 
depend on one’s family background and the friends one keeps. 
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Cheong, however, is selective in her choice of the linguistic features to 
represent the low variety of speech of her minor characters.  For instance, when Sali, 
one of the foreign maids, says, “‘You don’t have any wishes of our own, is it?’” (45), 
she expects an agreement to the negative statement.  This peculiar usage of “is it” is 
very common in the low variety of Singapore-English, and one that is likely to be 
picked by a new comer in the society. 
Susanna Wang, the first narrator and the one who provides the backdrop for 
the narrative, however only reports the low variety of speech that she hears in her 
neighbourhood: 
   “Remember,” someone might say, “itu woman, she kept complaining how her 
hubby went out every night, he didn’t come home sampai two or three in the 
morning, she was afraid he would leave her for another girl, and then tengok-lah, 
look what happened.”  (5) 
 
The phrase “itu woman” is normally used as “woman itu” but as Susanna is only 
reporting what she overhears, this distortion is possible.  The Malay words “sampai” 
and “tengok-lah” are used within the framework of Standard English.  This manner of 
code-mixing is common among the Peranakans.  Valerie Nair, although a Peranakan, 
speaks in Standard English.  The only Malay word she uses is “chiku” (82), whereas 
Bernadette, a Peranakan friend of Helena Sim mixes code when she is taken by 
surprise: “‘ Eh, Alamak, apa ‘tu?’” (101). Her friend Helena Sim narrates this incident 
later: “She couldn’t move, just stared at me, and her face, so puchat” (101).  The 
code-mixing with Malay word “puchat” is more common among the modern 
Peranakans who speak less and less Malay in their homes.  However code-mixing 
comes quite naturally in their speech, for instance, Bernadette says, “‘That poor girl 
kena kidnapped–lah.  Poor thing.  What I don’t understand is, how come Auntie Coco 
just left her alone outside the house?’” (97)  Such code-mixing, with isolated Malay 
words is common with speakers of the low variety of English.  
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In Rohana binte Aziz’s account, there are a number of instances when both 
code-switching and code-mixing takes place.  This is because the speakers are Malays.  
Che’ Halimah tells Rohana, “This time she will come with angels, tahu.  Don’t run 
when you feel the cold air” (127).  The Malay word “tahu” means “understand”.  This 
sort of code-mixing comes naturally to Malays when they speak to other Malays even 
though they are English educated.  Take the case of Abdul, Rohana’s brother, who 
according to her speaks with “perfect English pronunciation” (128).  In response to 
Rohana’s question, “‘You see anyone else or not?’” (130), he replies, “‘You mean 
here? At this hour? … Who else gila like you? Everyone else, when they go out for a 
walk, this isn’t where they go for a walk, you know’” (131).  The code-mixing here 
with the Malay word “gila” illustrates the point I made earlier about code-mixing 
among Malay speakers who are English educated.  And among family members and 
close friends code-switching takes place in moments of surprise.  When Rohana sees 
her brother in the cemetery she speaks in Malay: ‘“Kenapa sini?’” (130) and Che 
Halimah on seeing Rohana she says, “‘ Mahu masok, t’ak?’” (133).   
However, when Eve talks to Maria, one of the listeners and the daughter of 
Shakilah, she says, “Now you’ve kachaued all, my darling, you and your grandmother, 
as perhaps is the inevitable outcome” (232), the Malay word “kachau” which means 
“disturbed” is used with a past tense marker “ed”.  Such usage is common among the 
Portuguese Eurasians.  Shelley gives an example of such usage in The Shrimp People.  
Eve Thumboo, an Indian, was married to Alvin, a Portuguese Eurasian.  Hence it is 
natural for Eve to use the Malay word in this manner.  Malay words like “kampong” 
(225), “Pontianak” (228) and “amahs” (229) come quite naturally in Eve’s speech as 
the knowledge of these words is widely shared in Singapore. 
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The writer also stylizes Rohana’s speech by the peculiar use of lexical 
borrowings from Malay in some of her similes.  Take for instance, the simile: “like 
sharp blades of parang” (127).  The word “parang” is a Malay word for machete but 
the knowledge of this loan word is widely shared by the society.  In her description of 
the events of that night she uses code-mixing in her comparison for she says “the 
milky sweetness of bunga kubur” (128).  The Malay name of the flower is less well 
known but she provides a translation when she adds, “Frangipani Abdul would say” 
(128).  Her imaginative mind is obvious in her use of the figurative language like, 
“the sky, blackest black like burnt paper” (128) and “soft like the soil after rain” (131).  
If the reader compares Rohana’s narration with Fatimah Aziz’s, her niece and friend 
of Maria, Rohana’s susceptibility to the story of ghost becomes apparent.  Fatimah’s 
account is factual and straightforward while Rohana’s is laced with phrases like “my 
banging heart turning against my will”, “his voice like warm rain”, “black leaves 
crumpling the sky” and “the lalang rumbling like sea waves along the shore” (128), 
implying a supernatural force that seemed to control her.  Fatimah, on the other hand, 
is one of the “Two Listeners” to whom the story is being told so her narration is in 
Standard English without any figurative language to justify her account.  She merely 
repeats what is told to her.   
 Shadow Theatre is a story retold after the event.  This is indicated by the 
phrases employed by the narrator, Lulu Mendez, the live-in maid of Dorothy Neo.  
Phrases like “would remember” (173), “Malika’s exact words from what I remember” 
(174), “Malika would say” (176), “This, she would remember” (176) and the explicit 
statement: 
   We’ve been only eavesdroppers here, peering over Malika’s shoulder while she 
rummages through her years with Madam, her fingers turning over leaves of 
glances and speechless moments for the lost unspoken, the missed unsaid but 
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understood thread of their conversations that could have foretold their story’s end.  
(178) 
 
From such statements the reader gathers that Lulu is merely reporting the version of 
the events that led to the appearance of the ghost of a girl among the sugar-cane plants 
by Malika, the Indian live-in maid of a Portuguese Eurasian choir mistress who was 
once Shakilah’s teacher.  Lulu gives factual descriptions of the home and background 
of the choir mistress.  Juxtaposed among the details of the physical world is the subtle 
suggestion of the supernatural. 
   Malika saw the ashy white lace shudder like a naked shoulder across the room.  
She would speak later of the impression she had had of moonlight grazing a 
collarbone, and of a scar nestled at the base of a throat, a tiny white scar shaped 
like a clipped cuticle.  Then her thumb had hit the switch and the fluorescent light 
came on, and Malika could not determine if she had only imagined there had been 
someone in the room.  (143) 
 
Not only does the reader see most of the sensations through Malika’s eyes, but also 
realize that many of the narrator’s comments are in effect comments upon Malika’s 
perceptions.  These comments given within parentheses form one of the bases for 
dialogization of the novel.  Take for instance this: 
   (And so there would always be loose ends when she talked about this night.  
Even the shape of the scar was a loose end, as when Sali asked “Why compare it 
to a clipped cuticle, Malika?  Why not use something more poetic, like a crescent 
moon or something” all Malika could do was shake her head and caress her red 
bead, smiling inwardly at the endless fraying of clarity.  (143-144) 
 
Such comments unsettle, rather than confirm, the reader’s ongoing interpretation of 
the supernatural. 
 What Cheong explores in Shadow Theatre is a historical view that the early 
Malay society absorbed many Indian beliefs because they “evolved from a belief 
system similar to that prevailing in early Southeast Asia … and [there is] a general 
acceptance of the existence of spirits” (Andaya & Andaya 15) which links the 
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narrators.  Although the narrators come from different ethnic groups, they share a 
background where there is an acceptance of the spirit world.   
However, the writer does individualize each narrator’s view of the 
supernatural.  Helena Sim, a Peranakan and Catholic Chinese, seem to see a parallel 
between the belief system of the people of Southeast Asia and the Bible. 
   Remember how, according to Malay folklore, dragons guarded the Pauh Janggi 
during the days of Creation?  Of course, that’s Malay folklore, but so what?  
That’s the tree-lah, supposed to be buried somewhere in the Indian Ocean, not far 
off the coast of Sumatra … I don’t see any contradiction with the Bible, so who 
can say the story’s not true?  (79)  
 
Her views are forcefully stated, as her personality is domineering.  She alludes to the 
events in the Bible which illustrate the existence of a spirit world. 
… Our Lord’s life started, with the Angel Gabriel appearing to the Blessed Virgin 
while she was praying, and then St. John the Baptist leaping in his mother 
Elizabeth’s womb when he felt his mother’s sister coming up the road ….”  (80) 
 
Helena’s simple faith becomes more complicated when she tells her friend Bernadette 
the story of Pontianak, a vampire that preys on women in labour and on children.  Her 
conclusion that “Something fishy was going on in the spirit world, and what with 
Valerie’s daughter coming home pregnant like that” (96) shows her active 
imagination.  As the reader hesitates over her comments, she creates more suspense 
by saying, “Remember, Shakilah hadn’t given birth, yet.  Don’t forget what I’ve said 
about Pontianak and the Langsuir” (186).  By evoking the Malay names of the spirits 
the speaker hopes to create fear in the listener.  Although the reader acknowledges 
that as a Peranakan, she is well informed in Malay folklore, when she becomes 
increasingly unscientific, the reader cannot but have reservations. 
   By the way you know what else about the Pauh Janggi?  Malay folklore teaches 
us, on the island on which it grows, lives a giant crab that sleeps in a cove.  Twice 
a day, the crab swims out into the sea and that’s when the waters of the sea rush 
into the cove.  And that’s what makes the tides-lah, not only gravity.  That’s what 
has been giving us high tide and low tide, since the beginning of the world.  (194) 
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After this, her earlier account of the old woman who “passed right through the fence” 
(191) becomes less credible.  The reader wonders how much of her perceptions are 
rooted in actual events and how much of it springs from an active imagination. 
 On the other hand, Rose Sim, the daughter of Helena Sim, who is a librarian 
by profession and a close friend of Shakilah’s, gives a different point of view of the 
supernatural. 
   When you open a window between our world and theirs, who knows which 
spirits might approach you.  You can’t choose who comes to the window … 
Perhaps even us, long ago when we used to visit Che’ Halimah, because Shak had 
talked me into it, you know … Or perhaps the window was open for good, ever 
since the Srivijaya and Majapahit women had first bargained with the spirits.  (197) 
 
When Rose is questioned by Chandra’s boyfriend, Jason Hill, “‘Is it true your friend’s 
being followed by a baby ghost, the woman who lives in America?  Shakilah …’” 
(63), she refuses to give a direct-reply.  Instead the reader hears her thoughts: 
   At least if he knew enough to think about Srivijaya and Majapahit, he could 
figure out for himself how as long ago as that, people here were cutting deals with 
the spirits.  (The women, of course.  Signing contracts by fasting and not combing 
their hair, letting themselves look ugly and mad, all for the sake of their husbands 
and sons, or sometimes, to protect their fathers.  (65) 
 
What the writer achieves by doing this is to show that Rose, who believes in the 
existence of the spirit world, is peeved that Jason, a foreigner, is cynical about the 
belief system among the locals.  The reader is sympathetic enough not to reject her 
views totally, since Rose herself has some reservations about the rumour: “If so, why 
pantang someone like that, right?  And not only Shak but her baby as well, saying 
there was a ghost following them around” (66).  The lexical borrowing that happens 
naturally in her thoughts with the use of the word “pantang” implies that Rose Sim is 
familiar with the stories of the spirit world.  However, Cheong gives Rose only 
selective words from the Malay language.  Rose represents the modern Peranakans 
who are conversant in Standard English.  It is only in her thoughts that the Hokkien 
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word “angmo” (29) and the Malay phrase “pulok-pulok” (67) appear.  These words 
convey her cultural distinctiveness. 
Shakilah’s mother, Valerie, however dabbles in black magic.  With the help of 
Che’ Halimah, the bomoh, she destroys her husband after he rapes his young daughter, 
Shakilah.  The reader is informed of this only at the end of the novel. 
   What my Mother’s friends say about the widow Valerie Nair is that, for over a 
decade, she was brewing medicine with her husband’s coffee, scooping the 
ground leaves into the aluminum decanter before adding coffee powder … By the 
time the symptoms of illness were unmistakable, his bones were almost hollow, 
his muscle barely attached, his blood a turbid brown like cheap ordinary tea, so 
that not even the smartest doctors could save him.  (215) 
 
This account is given by the narrator Fatimah Aziz, a close friend of Maria, 
Shakilah’s daughter.  Eve Thumboo, the final narrator, the woman who adopts Maria, 
also uses black magic to get rid of her newly wedded husband, Alvin, who had once 
raped a young girl with Valerie’s husband, Ben, before his marriage.   
 Rohana binte Aziz, on the other hand seeks the bomoh’s help not to harm but 
to save her father’s life.  Her faith in the bomoh is shaken when she is raped in the 
cemetery while collecting flowers.  Although the events reported by Rohana, of what 
takes place in Che’ Halimah’s house are impossible, the style in which they are 
reported is lucid and for the most part of the kind appropriate to descriptions of 
actuality. 
   Definitely it was him.  One moment human, another moment whoosh!  Only 
black leaves swirling in the candlelight.  He was looking at something on the 
ground, something at his feet, and his right hand was holding up a kris.  I saw the 
silver blade flash in the candlelight.  (133) 
 
This description suggests the existence of supernatural forces.  Although the reader’s 
interpretation of the events does not coincide with the narrator’s, the existence of the 
practice of black magic is recognized as a social phenomenon in Singapore.  The 
narrator, however, questions the power of black magic:  
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… everyone saying Mahmud had magic in him.  He would touch the soil, and 
watch how the roots of trees were growing, in which direction … Why he did not 
have enough magic to save himself when the thieves came?  Not enough to save 
Kadir, Noi, Bettina.  (134) 
 
Such reflections increase the dialogic nature of the narration.  When Rose recollects 
an incident that Laura Timmerman sees out of her window, while the doctor’s servant 
is sent out to untie the naked boy from the rambutan tree, the dialogic nature of the 
narration is foregrounded: “An old lady squatting overhead in the treetop, whom the 
boy himself claimed he couldn’t see.  No one had ever known what to make of it” 
(200).  Since the servant’s report of seeing the old lady is not confirmed by the boy, 
the reader is left to decide whom to believe.  In doing this, the writer keeps a balanced 
view of the supernatural.  The reader recognizes the responding individual’s 
emotional state and evaluates the episode as a result of heightened awareness of pain 
and fear.  However, the writer does not expect the reader to deny all validity of the 
existence of the supernatural, but rather, to accept it with reservation. 
 The appearance of the ghost of a young girl links the various sections of the 
narration, and engages the reader in the process of the disclosure of the identity of the 
ghost.  The reader’s interest is not only maintained by placing the conclusive 
information about the ghost till the last narration by Eve Thumboo, but also by 
keeping the identity of Shakilah’s baby’s father a mystery.  This mystery is never 
fully revealed but hints are given of the possibility of who the father might be when 
Valerie, Shakilah’s mother, draws the conclusion that the “father’s sperm had come 
from a sperm bank” (108).  Hence the only clue to the baby’s parentage is the remark 
by Shakilah’s mother, who instinctively knows that Shakilah has become a lesbian for 
she says “Eve’s hand.  Eve’s fingers caressing her skin” (93) and “To have her lying 
down with woman out of some kind of revenge directed at me, because she thought I 
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was the one” (94).  This misunderstanding is due to the fact that Valerie had to apply 
some sort of a cream while young Shakilah was asleep, after she had been raped. 
Although the various episodes of the supernatural are narrated from different 
perspectives, limited to what each narrator could recollect, the interest that the reader 
takes in Shakilah’s baby is an interest that the narration engenders by this complex 
method of relating the story.  Woven into these narrations is the theme of child abuse, 
which is central to the novel.  The reader gathers that Shakilah was raped by her 
father at a tender age.  This is implied by statements like, “whoever did this could 
have killed, if he went deeper” (92) and “Che’ Halimah hadn’t said it was Ben” (93).  
The writer’s objective in Shadow Theatre is to expose the prevalence of child abuse in 
Singapore.  One of the narrators, Eve Thumboo, states: 
   Worse things than that can happen in this life, and worse things have already 
happened.  All the wars that men wage among themselves, girls always get 
trapped in them, and boys, too.  Always the children, and often women.  (230) 
 
Here the narrator evaluates lesbianism in relation to child abuse, as the listener, Maria, 
recoils at the narration of how Eve participated in a show with a transvestite, as a 
payment for the black magic performed on her husband.  To highlight her concern, 
Eve gives a graphic account of how a young girl was raped: 
   Once, two young men held down a child, prodded and poked into her as if she 
were a doll, choked her on her own vomit, and one of the men was already a 
father, and the other, his best friend, my Alvin.  (231) 
 
The narrator goes on to say that the body of the child was found two weeks later.   
Shakilah when she became pregnant, “began to dream of a girl lost in a field of sugar 
cane, who kept calling to her” (231). Thus the theme of child abuse and the 
supernatural is intertwined in the main character, Shakilah. 
 It is Shakilah who brings up the topic of child abuse while she is with Rose. 
   “What if your husband’s abusing your child?  Say, if he’s a drunk and beats up 
on the child, or does worse things, and the police don’t believe you, or if you live 
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in a country where there are no laws against something like that.  There are such 
places, you know.  What would you do?  (208) 
 
This topic is raised when they discuss the slaves in America: “‘Did you know the 
slaves used to kill their babies to protect them from the masters?  The women.  Can 
you imagine it?  Killing your own baby to protect it?’” (208).  The reader realizes that 
Shakilah’s preoccupation with child abuse is rooted in her own experience as a five-
year old who is raped by her father. 
 Shakilah also witnesses the cruel punishment meted out on a young adolescent 
by his parents: the doctor and his wife “made their son strip off his pajamas in the 
driveway, first the shirt, then the trousers, right where all the neighbours could see” 
(162).  This is seen by Shakilah and Rose:  
   By the time Shak and I were stepping off the bus, he was already fully naked, 
the son, and whimpering as he was being dragged towards the gate … His hips so 
pale in the amber light, his penis sticking out like a carrot every time the doctor 
grabbed his arm to prevent him from covering himself.  (162 – 163) 
 
One of the neighbours, Laura, tells everyone “about the doctor’s son (how after the 
doctor had pushed him outside the gate, he had crawled underneath a neighbour’s car 
parked on the road, and he had hidden there until a servant was sent to get him, when 
it was almost midnight)” (166).  Shakilah is traumatized by this incident, too.  Such 
abuses were not isolated incidents, for Rose says, Willy Coleman’s son Matthew, a 
eleven-year old, is “Always getting caned for one thing or another” (164).  Rose also 
recalls what Laura sees out of her bathroom window: “… while she was uncapping 
the tube of toothpaste, and there was the doctor’s son, tied to one of the rambutan 
trees.  Naked again” (200).  In the light of these atrocities, Shakilah’s statement, 
“Mothers have to protect their children” (208), makes a powerful point.  So in order to 
protect her unborn baby, Shakilah makes a pact with Eve, that if anything were to 
happen to her, Eve would take care of her baby.  This information is given to Maria: 
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   It was the only time I would break my promise to your mother to keep you away 
from your grandmother until you were grown up.  Because your grandmother was 
already falling ill – that was why your mother gave you to me, and why I let your 
grandmother hold you that night.  (232 – 233)  
 
This explanation comes at the end of novel.  By delaying, the writer not only engages 
the reader’s curiosity but also increases suspense in a narration where the outcome is 
already known to the narrators. 
 Valerie, Shakilah’s mother, however becomes a part of this abusive world for 
she had known that her husband “used to go after young girls” (219) and when 
Bettina was raped by her husband, “she had averted her eyes” for she “wouldn’t face 
the fact her husband would never change, until the day she found her own daughter 
bleeding on her bed” (220).  These comments are made by Fatimah Aziz, Bettina’s 
niece.  She gives a detailed account of the effect the rape had on Bettina: 
   He raped her near the tadpole pond, halfway between the kampong compound 
and the road.  My auntie was in such shock, she walked home after that without 
putting her clothes back on … My mother was the first to notice my Auntie 
Bettina appearing out of the trees … There was full moon, she says, and she 
watched her sister stepping out of the trees as naked as an animal, and when my 
auntie came closer, my mother saw the blood on her legs and that was when she 
screamed.  (220 –221) 
 
The rape of Bettina is alluded to by the other narrators, but it is only in the 
penultimate chapter that details of the incident are given.  This delay engenders the 
reader’s curiosity.  Moreover none of the other narrators know the details of the 
aftermath of the rape.  It is only Bettina’s niece who has the information from her 
mother.  Valerie becomes a part of child abuse because of the violent sex life she 
shared with her husband.  This is captured in a journal entry kept by Shakilah, when 
she was a young girl.  
   My father wants to play the bye-bye game.  My mother screams, begs.  No.  My 
father goes to the door, opens it, says bye-bye, closes the door.  But he doesn’t 
come out … My mother screams and screams.  I rattle my fingers in my ears to 
drown out the screams 
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… I think they put on these boxes over their heads and walk around the 
room.  If they bump into each other, he fucks her.  It’s violent.  He uses knives.  
One is a metal spatula.  She had 28 scars in 10 days.  I’m crying.  If she gets 28 
more, she’ll die ….  (210) 
 
This macabre dream adds a dramatic edge to the framing narrative and creates another 
dimension to the narration.  This inserted genre expresses vividly the trauma of a 
young girl growing up in a home where the father is a paedophile and the mother is 
too weak emotionally to face the brutal truth about her husband.  The systematic 
foregrounding of details by different narrators, prepare the reader for this inserted 
genre which is “the direct intention of the character who is speaking and the refracted 
intention of the author” (Bakhitn 324).  The character Shakilah records her dream, but 
the author’s intention is to raise the reader’s awareness of the horrors faced by 
children in their own homes.    
 As a self-reflexive novel, there is a commentary on Shakilah’s use of too many 
voices for she herself is a writer.  She discusses this problem with a former choir 
mistress, who has become her friend. 
   Miss Shakilah’s dilemma boiled down to her having too many voices in this 
latest novel … Her publisher thought there were too many voices, or more 
precisely, too many storytellers.  They made the story difficult to follow.  This 
publisher wanted Miss Shakilah to revise the manuscript, cut the book down to 
three voices at the most … Leaving the book with only three voices would change 
the story entirely, she told Madam.  (21) 
    
By giving different perspectives, what Cheong manages to do in her novel is, to 
readjust the points of emphasis and suspense in the narrative.  The writer expects the 
reader to piece together the story from the different view-points represented in the 
narration.   
The tale of the diamond woman, a sensationalized account of the forces of the 
supernatural and child abuse, on the other hand encapsulates the theme of the novel.
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   What had happened was that the bomoh had put a diamond in the woman’s 
cheek, inserted the glittering stone beneath the skin and left it there, like a pimple, 
and then the woman was given medicine to mix with her husband’s coffee … But 
the woman was careless handling the medicine … The husband, instead of falling 
back in love with his wife, had fallen in love with their daughter … So the 
diamond woman had returned to the bomoh, frightened and pleading for medicine 
to alter her mistake … not even the bomoh could undo the effect of the woman’s 
own actions.  (5) 
 
When Shakilah asks Rose, “‘Do people still talk about the diamond woman?’” (202), 
Rose’s hesitation shows her reservations about the tale. 
   Although the story still came up now and then, most of us had gone around it 
several times already.  I wasn’t fond of that story myself, you know.  I remember, 
when Shak and I first heard about it, for days, I wasn’t able to look at my own 
father directly.  (202) 
 
This story is echoed as an unsavoury refrain throughout the narration, providing a 
peephole to the sexual abuse of daughters by fathers in Singapore. 
 The writer uses code-mixing, code-switching and the low variety of English to 
construct a multilingual environment where Malays, Chinese, Indians and Eurasians 
achieve cohesion by their shared sensations of fascination and terror of the 
supernatural.  On a more profound level, the use of the supernatural gives the writer 




 A writer who constructs a novelistic hybridization must ensure that the 
character or narrator who uses a particular language has in fact the sensibility that is 
necessary to structure such utterances.  The novels I have analysed in the preceding 
chapters show the writers’ awareness of this fact.  Cheong, in Shadow Theatre, makes 
a special effort to give the background of the speakers, in order to show why they can 
use the language the way they do.  Take for instance, Malika, a servant who dropped 
out of school at the age of twelve.  The narrator makes it a point to inform the reader 
that Malika has become a member of the library and reads every night.  So the reader 
can accept the fact that she can use the English language rather creatively. 
   Since it was half-past five in the morning, the air still bluey bluey and crisp as 
dead leaves and noisy with calling birds, as Malika would describe it.  (Cheong 
12) 
 
The reader accepts this description, which the narrator, Lulu Mendez, says, is 
Malika’s language because of the prior pains taken to establish her language 
capability.  In contrast, a character like Abdullah, in Shirley Geok-lin Lim’s Joss & 
Gold, does not sound credible as he is a university graduate in the sixties who speaks 
like an uneducated man, or as someone who has no real understanding of the 
grammatical structure of the English language. 
   “The politics today is not good.”  Abdullah crunched on a handful of peanuts.  
“The Chinese not like the government so much but they make big mistake.  It is 
this government that protect them.  The Malays are very very patient.  We don’t 
say Chinese no good.  All people good. Our religion teach us this.  But why 
Chinese say Malay no good, government no good, want to change government?  
(Lim, Joss & Gold 69) 
 
Here the writer displays a mechanical portrayal of a low variety of English, which 
neither reflects the Singapore-Malayan English variety nor the kind of language that 
was spoken by Malay university graduates prior to May 13th 1969, in the peninsula.  
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Lim’s desire to represent the low variety of English in Malaysia spoken by the Malays 
does not fit this particular character because of his educational background and also 
because of his political awareness.  As a person working for the media with a well-
developed consciousness of the politics of his country, Abdullah should at least be 
able to communicate in grammatically correct English.  In an interview with Nor 
Faridah Abdul Manaf, the writer says,  
   “I’m writing a novel with a Peranakan protagonist, but the novel is a huge 
strategy to incorporate a Bakhtinian dialogism.  I’m able to incorporate multiple 
points of views, something which I have willfully, deliberately planned.  I have 
some Malay characters in the novel representing recent issues of identities, and of 
course I have to speak also from the Malay characters’ mouths.  What comes out 
from the Malay characters’ mouths are statements from another point of view.”  
(Manaf 307) 
 
The writer thus introduces the character, Abdullah, but fails to use his speech as a tool 
to characterize him.  Instead, Lim gives a point of view without the picture of a 
speaking person.  The artificial representation of Abdullah’s speech produces a 
caricature not a character.  The individualized language consciousness of a character 
has to reflect the historical fact and the educational level of the character for it to have 
any credibility. 
The variation in Singapore English “can be observed along one axis which is 
related to the educational level and the socio–economic background of the speaker” 
(Platt & Weber 46).  This variation is also true of Malaysian English.  In Lim’s novel, 
the voice of Paroo, a university graduate, is portrayed without the understanding of 
this variation.  Paroo’s speech is that of a person with basic English education.  Even 
when he is speaking to an American, Chester, he keeps the register of a person with 
only primary school education in English.  His speech has neither the camaraderie of 
a low variety used among close friends, nor the linguistic features of Singapore–
Malayan English.  
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   “My mother, she cries every day.  She says she is already arranging a marriage 
for me with a young college lady from New Delhi, her uncle’s friend’s daughter.  
She is every day showing me her picture, although she says I shouldn’t look 
because it’s like taking the young lady’s virtue away.  Quite pretty girl.  But how 
to marry a stranger?  (Lim, Joss & Gold 33) 
 
The rhythm and cadence of the phrases, “my mother, she cries” and “she is every day 
showing me” echo a character from a British comedy in a popular T.V programme, 
‘Mind Your Language’, where a character from India is learning to speak English.  
The fact that Paroo is a Malaysian who has grown-up speaking English and 
Singapore–Malayan English is not reflected in his speech.  The writer seems to ignore 
the fact that as an university graduate before 1969, Paroo must have moved among his 
peers, speaking in more or less Standard English as the medium of instruction in “the 
University of Malaya at Kuala Lumpur was English, and attendance at Malay courses 
was not a prerequisite for University examinations before 1967” (Platt & Weber 43).  
The reader finds no aesthetic satisfaction in the portrayal of a character like Paroo, 
who sounds like a caricature.  It is interesting to note that Sharmani Patricia Gabriel, 
in her review, ‘Identity, Culture and the National Narrative: Shirley Geok-lin Lim’s 
Joss & Gold’, says 
   it is inconceivable that University-educated Malays like Abdullah and Samad, 
and Indians like Paroo, children of the 1950s, would have spoken ungrammatical 
English of the kind they are portrayed as speaking in the novel.  (93) 
 
In order for a character to be authentic, the speech must come from a person with the 
corresponding social and educational background.  In other words, the speech must 
reflect his socio-linguistic environment. 
 When dealing with the speech of Malays, the writer needs to keep this fact 
securely in mind.  As the analysis of Perhaps in Paradise confirms, code-mixing, 
borrowing and code-switching, come very naturally to Malays, speaking in English, 
whatever the educational background.  What is disconcerting in Chuah Guat Eng’s 
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novel, Echoes of Silence is the speech of the character, Puteh.  Although a minor 
character, she has a major role in the plot.  Hence it is necessary that she is convincing.  
The narrator introduces Puteh, saying, “All the time, she kept up a stream of socially 
appropriate words, speaking in a mixture of Malay and well-enunciated English, no 
doubt learned from the years of working in the Templeton household …” (Chuah 59).  
Yet the reader hears only Standard English when her speech is represented.  The 
writer fails to show how the character mixes Malay words and expressions in her 
spoken language.  By failing to represent her speech without using linguistic 
structures like borrowing, code-mixing and code-switching, the delineation of the 
character remains unconvincing.  The words “Tuan” and “belukar” are the only Malay 
words in her long narration, where she explains why she killed two women.  Her 
flawless English during an emotionally charged account of a crime sounds stilted.  
Living as a Malay woman, married to a Malay driver, and living in a small town in 
Pahang, Puteh’s polished English seems out of place.   This seems odd especially in 
the nineties, when even the highly educated Malays in urban areas would either 
switch code or borrow occasionally. 
   “Which mother can take it.  I ask you?  So I took the gun out of my purse again, 
and I shot her again.  I don’t know how many times.  Finally one bullet hit her in 
the head, and I knew she would die after that.  I wiped the gun with my 
handkerchief, just like they do on TV, and threw it away ….  (Chuah 329) 
 
Her speech does not reveal any aspect of her racial origin, her educational background 
and her social standing.  Her language does not sound authentic.  In fact, the reader 
receives no impression of who she is because the writer merely gives the bald facts 
without trying to portray her character through her speech.  
 The characters Pak Zul and Sivasurian, in K.S. Maniam’s second novel, In A 
Far Country, are likewise problematic.  For instance, the reader expects, Pak Zul, a 
rural Malay to use a lower level, closer to a low variety of English in keeping with his 
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social and educational level.  Instead, the writer gives him a speech repertoire that is 
close to the prestigious variety. 
   “He is living and not living,” Zul said.  “We can accept the results but we still 
have to look for the cause.  You ran away that time.  From the tiger.  I’ve become 
old and wiser.  When I look back I see you and others like you as the cause.  We 
lived well, may be too peacefully, before you all came with your ideas and 
energies.”  (Maniam, In A Far Country 129)  
 
In Pak Zul’s account of his son going amok, the only Malay word he uses is 
“penghulu” (Maniam 128).  The speaking voice of Pak Zul sounds exactly like the 
narrator’s.  The writer makes no effort to individualize Pak Zul’s language, nor does 
he use his speech to delineate his personality.  Although a minor character, Pak Zul 
has a significant impact on the protagonist, the narrator.  Hence it is an artistic 
requirement to give the reader an impression of the kind of person he is.  Maniam 
does not highlight the differences between the narrator’s speech and his characters, 
Pak Zul and Sivasurian.  The reader senses no such cadence in the speech of the 
character although the narrator says that Sivasurian “had a rhythm to the narration that 
somehow roused feelings different to the ones found in my line of business” (82).  
   “There is no one profession I follow all the time.  Yet, there is some money in 
my pocket and food in my belly all the time.  The affection and generosity people 
show me are my only wealth.”  (Maniam 82) 
 
This carefully enunciated English is spoken by a homeless man who seems to have 
had no formal education.  At the age of nine he was “herding the cattle on that estate” 
(83) and yet he has written a book.  He is speaking English because he calls the 
narrator “thambi” (78), a lexical borrowing from Tamil which means younger brother.  
There is no signalling from the writer that he is speaking in any other language other 
than English.  How credible is such a character with a speech like that?  In fact, the 
reader can hardly differentiate his speech from the narrator’s.  Is this intentional?  
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Their voices blend and even the incorporated narrative from Sivasurian’s book sounds 
similar to the voice of the narrator. 
   “And between these two happenings there is a country to give your life a place 
and a time.  Any country.  I was born into a country without making a choice.  
There must be a cause for this happening – a cause outside the understanding of 
man.  Man knows many things that understands very little.”  (Manian 104) 
 
This piece of philosophical discourse in a prestigious variety from a person with no 
formal education seems rather improbable.  But more importantly, the well enunciated 
English seems incongruous with his social and educational background.  This lack of 
genuine variation in the speech of minor characters makes the exchange of ideas 
rather contrived.  There is no distinguishing linguistic feature in these two characters 
which demarcate them from the narrator.  In The Crocodile Fury, Yahp is able to 
create a distinct voice for the Grandmother with just a couple of words like “what” 
and “Useless”.  By repeating these words, the writer manages to project not only a 
well defined personality, but also a voice of an individual who is irritable and 
domineering.  This ability to denote a character with a speech tag is crucial when 
there is a multiplicity of voices in a novel.  
When dealing with abstract discourse, there is a need to guarantee the 
authenticity of the framing narrative.  Take for instance, the character Malika in 
Cheong’s Shadow Theatre.  Cheong uses the narrator, Lulu Mendez, to reflect on 
what Malika says, 
   Malika would remember these facts in plodding fashion when the day arrived on 
which she began to doubt the rationale of boundaries prescribed between truth and 
imagination (Miss Shakilah’s words to Madam during another of their 
conversations).  She would wonder then (as she would remember Miss Shakilah 
wondering) if beyond one’s cognitive senses there was a door swinging back and 
forth between the two, if truth was a cave within what one perceived to be merely 




This world-view is impossible for Malika to formulate, as she is a servant, with only 
basic English education.  Words like “rationale”, “imagination” and “cognitive” 
would not be naturally a part of Malika’s English verbal repertoire.  Hence, the writer 
takes meticulous attention to show that Malika is merely recalling in the language 
Shakilah used for discussion.  In order to do this, the writer makes the narrator qualify 
her narration with information within parentheses.  By making sure that the 
vocabulary used by Malika is actually a repetition of words used by Shakilah, a highly 
educated novelist, the abstract and rather profound idea, of the “rationale of 
boundaries prescribed between truth and imagination”, gains some validity.  It is vital 
to represent the ideas and the erudition ascribed to a character as authentically as 
possible.  There can be no flow of sympathy between the reader and the character, if 
the writer does not convincingly demonstrate that the character is capable of such 
profound thoughts and has the verbal repertoire to think it through. 
 There is also a need to achieve an artistic consistency in the use of the speech 
of a character for aesthetic purposes.  The lack of consistency in the speech of the 
character, Sundram, in Goh Poh Seng’s A Dance of Moths, makes his portrayal rather 
weak.  During a robbery, Sundram demands, “‘Where you keep money and 
jewellery?’” (Goh 72).  This low variety of English is however not sustained after the 
initial question.  The speech of the robber becomes more of Standard English: 
   “Keep quiet!  One shout, you and your woman will feel my knife, understand?”  
   “Now, I’m going to kill your husband unless you tell me where they’re kept.  I’ll 
really do it.  So don’t lie, or try to fool me.  You understand?”  (Goh 73)  
 
These perfectly enunciated sentences sound like the speech of a well educated man 
who would not have uttered the initial question.  His subsequent speech shows that he 
can use grammatically correct English and his use of the connective “unless” indicates 
his command of the language.  So why was a low variety used initially?  The reader is 
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left to wonder if the writer forgot his strategy.  This inconsistency undermines 
aesthetic appreciation. 
 One of the factors that make Shadow Theatre readable and persuasive is the 
fact that the writer is very consistent in her portrayal of the speech of each character.  
Take, for instance, Helena Sim, who speaks in Singapore English.  Her speech is 
aesthetically pleasing, because the writer has selected certain linguistic features from 
Singapore English and has artistically incorporated them into her speech repertoire.  
The writer repeats the stylization of the linguistic features throughout her narration.  
This consistency in the way each character’s speech is stylized makes the portrayal 
intellectually acceptable.  To Bakhtin, “the image of a language created by stylization 
is the least fraught and most artistically round-off of such images, one that permits the 
maxinial aestheticism available to novelistic prose” (363).  The writer balances 
Helena Sim’s speech, with the Standard English of some of the narrators and the 
mesolectal variety of others.  Thus the writer achieves an authentic literary 
representation of how English is spoken throughout Singapore.   
 The inability to depict the various levels of language use in Singapore is the 
direct result of not having a clear idea what constitutes “Singlish”.  In Foreign Bodies, 
by Hwee Hwee Tan, the narrator says, 
   Singlish is a type of pidgin English where English words are arranged according 
to the rules of Chinese grammar, and sentences are sprinkled with the occasional 
Chinese, Malay and Indian words.  (Tan 8) 
 
If this definition is to be accepted, then, Singlish is mainly spoken by the Chinese 
Singaporeans who know the “rules of Chinese grammar”.  In a magazine article, “No 
Singlish Please, We Are Singaporean”, the writer says, 
   The linguistic characteristics of Hokkien and Mandarin such as the absence of 
subject-verb concordance and past or future tenses are reflected in Singlish. … 
Singlish-speakers are also likely to use standard English in a way that reflects this 
Chinese linguistic influence.  Thus Singlish-speakers commonly dispense with the 
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correct English verb endings, mix subject-verb concordance, use prepositions 
wrongly or position the articles “a” and “the” incorrectly.  (19) 
 
Thus, there is a need to know how Singlish sounds like before it can be represented.  
This is rather problematic for writers who live away form Singapore.  In Love and 
Vertigo by Hsu-Min Teo, the narrator says that her mother spoke “the local Singlish 
patois, her vocabulary a mélange of English, Malay and Chinese; her syntax 
abbreviated, chopped and wrenched into disconcerting unfamiliarity” (Teo 3).  But 
after giving this generalised definition, the writer makes no attempt to portray this 
“Singlish patois”.  In one instance, the narrator says, “He was English–educated, like 
herself and because of their different dialects they conversed in the local Singlish 
patois” (Teo 101).  But the reader never gets to hear their actual communication.  
Bakhtin points out that it is impossible to reveal the activity of a character and his 
world-view just by his acts alone “without representing his discourse” (Bakhtin 335).  
In Teo’s novel, that which is often heard is either the translation of dialects or 
Standard English. 
Unlike Singlish, a unique form of pidgin English with a “hip image”( Tan 
Dawn Wei 20) which has recently become popular with the younger generation, 
largely owing to the success of the actor Gurmit Singh’s portrayal of Phua Chu Kang 
in a popular sitcom, Singapore English, which has evolved after 1965 from 
Singapore–Malayan English, has a considerable variation.  Singapore English is a 
continuum from the more prestigious variety the acrolect, through mesolects down to 
the basilectal sub-variety.  Hence, it is artistically possible to depict Singapore English 
in a novelistic hybridization as there is a greater consensus on what it constitutes, and 
there are linguistic markers to show its use.  The depiction of Helena Sim’s speech 
demonstrates that even when the writer lives outside Singapore it is possible to 
represent Singapore English convincingly.  Since it is necessary to hear the speech of 
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characters, because “in order that language become an artistic image, it must become 
speech from speaking lips, conjoined with the image of a speaking person” (Bahktin 
336), the aim in novelistic hybridization in a multilingual society is to focus on the 
linguistic features of the various levels of language in use.  Keeping in mind that 
“verbal repertoires of Singaporeans are strongly dependant on the ethnic and 
educational background of the speaker, though these are not the only criteria as age, 
sex and socio-economic status may also be of significance” (Platt 64), the writer is at 
liberty to depict any of the different levels of language use in fiction.  In the 
organizing and presenting of the speech of each character in the discourse, not only 
the underlying theme of the narrative is emphasized, but also the characteristics of the 
speaker. 
The dialogic tension between different points of view is realized by the social 
diversity of speech types and the differing individual voices which form the 
compositional unities of the novel.  Hence, in a multilingual environment, the 
speeches of narrators, inserted genres and speeches of characters become one of the 
most fundamental aspects of prose style and demand specific artistic elaboration.  In a 
multilingual environment, therefore, the novelistic plot must organize the exposure, 
not only of all social languages, but also all levels of language use in the society 
through the speaking person.  The reader’s aesthetic appreciation of the writer’s use of 
language, according to Talib, comes when the reader realizes “the knowledge of the 
various levels of language use in society and how they can be depicted in fiction” 
(Talib, Interlogue, Vol. 1, 161).  However, in order to stimulate both aesthetic and 
intellectual appreciation, there must be selective use of the strategies of code-mixing, 
code-switching, lexical borrowing and the low variety of English. 
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 The study of these selected novels reveals that these strategies have gradually 
replaced vernacular transcriptions.  Not only are these strategies, “common ways of 
installing cultural distinctiveness” (Ashcroft et al. 72) but also the means of 
constructing the multilingual environment.  What makes a characteristically 
Singaporean or Malaysian novel is not just the embodiment of some kind of cultural 
essence but the use of any of these strategies to represent the speech of a character.  
The close reading of these selected novels also reveals that the writers use these 
methods of language appropriation not only as an effort to fulfil “nationalistic desire 
to decolonize colonial legacies, of manufacturing cultural products which may be 
colonial in structure but local in content and spirit” (Roxas-Tope 105) but also to 
orchestrate their theme through the different languages and levels of English that 
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